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ABSTRACT 
Summer residential camps have provided youth with learning experiences for over 125 
years. Prior research has demonstrated that youth gain positive skills through their camp 
participation (Thurber, Scanlin, Scheuler, & Henderson, 2006), however little research has been 
conducted exploring the transmission of Social-Emotional Learning (SEL) skills in a camp 
setting. This skill set is comprised of five competencies (Relationship Skills, Social Awareness, 
Self-Management, Self-Awareness, Responsible Decision-Making Skills) and has been 
consistently examined within school settings, due to the belief that SEL acquisition leads to 
enhanced academic goal attainment and future success. The structure of summer residential 
camps is comprised of highly social environments with the potential for a multiplicity of 
emotional situations to arise. Youth attend the residential camp programs outside their 
community and without the presence of family and friends from home, and thus, they might look 
to their counselor as an important individual who will be caring and supportive, as well as 
serving as a role model for appropriate social and emotional behaviors.  
The purpose of this study was to explore how the relationship between the counselor and 
camper could serve as a medium for learning Social-Emotional Learning skills. The study 
adopted a qualitative methodology that involved 4 female counselors and their 12 female 
campers, aged 10 to 12 years, at one summer residential camp in a rural Midwestern community. 
Semi-structured interviews (with both campers and counselors) and observations (of counselors) 
were conducted to reveal the counselors’ perspectives regarding their modeling of the SEL 
component behaviors, in addition to the campers’ ability to recognize and perceive these 
expressions. The findings suggested the counselors demonstrated inconsistent SEL behaviors 
despite their perception of possessing strong capabilities for recognizing and managing their 
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emotions. The study findings suggested SEL could be impacted through this relationship to a 
greater degree if the counselors enhanced their translation of SEL skills into their personal 
behavior in addition to directly teaching specific SEL-related skills to their campers. The 
counselor-camper relationship was explored as an important component for enhancing SEL 
skills, and suggestions were made to extend previous SEL-related research from the classroom to 
the residential camp setting. Residential camps were seen as settings with unlimited but as yet 
untapped potential for the transmission of important social-emotional skills in less intrusive and 
more enjoyable ways. 
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION 
 Summer residential camps have been identified as programs that have the ability to 
impact youth growth and development (Thurber, Scanlin, Scheuler, & Henderson, 2006). 
Recently, researchers have called for studies to help uncover how these changes are occurring as 
well as identify the factors involved in the process (Garst, 2010). Many studies have discussed 
the general relationships between summer camp participation and youth development, but there 
is limited evidence connecting specific program components to these outcomes. 
 The summer residential camping experience differs from other out of school time (OST) 
programs for youth. The “trinity of camping” suggests the elements of communal living away 
from one’s family in an outdoor, recreational environment distinquishes this type of youth 
program from others (ACA, 2006, p. 13). Additionally, many youth attending summer residential 
camps engage with individuals from outside their network of family and friends back home 
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979). This arrangement may provide an influential experience that is unlike 
other OST programs. However, summer camps can not be the sole entity or experience tasked 
with creating enhanced experiences for youth. They must work in tandem with other OST 
programs to create a cohesive support system that allows youth to flourish and grow into 
productive adults. As a result, more information is necessary to understand how summer 
residential camps fit among OST programs and how they might influence participants. One 
approach is to examine the opportunities for social-emotional learning, which is currently a focus 
of the American Camp Association and also of the youth development literature. 
 According to the Collaboration for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL), 
social-emotional learning (SEL) is the “process through which children and adults acquire and 
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effectively apply the knowledge, attitudes and skills necessary to understand and manage 
emotions, set and achieve positive goals, feel and show empathy for others, establish and 
maintain positive relationships, and make responsible decisions” (CASEL, 2013, p. 1). Larson 
(2011) suggested these interpersonal and intrapersonal skills are imperative for becoming a 
productive adult. The competencies of social-emotional learning have also been linked to the 
components of the 21st Century Skills identified as a new focus for teaching young people 
(Wilson-Ahlstrom, Yohalem, DuBois, & Ji, 2011).  According to the Partnership for 21st Century 
Skills (2015) this skill set includes: learning skills (critical thinking, creative thinking, 
collaborating, and communicating), literacy skills (information literacy, media literacy, and 
technology literacy), and life skills (flexiblity, initative, social skills, productivity, and 
leadership). The elements of SEL are noticeably interwoven in this list of important skills 
necessary for succeeding in an information driven world. At the 2015 American Camping 
Assocation national conference, practitioners feverishly sought advice for measuring these 21st 
Century Learning Skills in their camps, as they recognized their importance to youth 
development. A critical question therefore is “How can traditional summer residential camp 
programs promote the acquistion of 21st Century Learning Skills?”  
Conceptual Frameworks 
Positive Youth Development 
 The positive youth development conceptual framework is grounded in the belief that the 
absence of problems does not guarantee a successful developmental tract toward adulthood 
(Pittman & Wright, 1991). Rather, communities should provide opportunities for growth and 
active engagement that enhance youth’s developmental experiences and increases the likelihood 
of establishing positive, healthy relationships with other individuals (cf. Benson, Scales, Leffert, 
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& Roehlkepartain, 1999; Lerner, Bowers, Geldhof, Gestsdóttir, & DeSouza, 2012). These same 
opportunities have been identified as having the potential to occur within summer camp 
programs (Henderson, Bialeschki, Scanlin, Thurber, Whitaker, & Marsh, 2006).  
Social-Emotional Learning Skills 
 Social-emotional learning (SEL) is achieved through a process occurring over time 
(CASEL, 2013b). During this process, individuals learn both intrapersonal and interpersonal 
skills that will help them navigate the intricacies of their life. Researchers have identified five 
key “cognitive, affective, and behavioral competencies” leading to social-emotional learning: 
self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, relationship skills, and responsible decision-
making. Self-awareness pertains to the ability to recognize one’s emotions and thoughts while 
contemplating the influence of these feelings on behavior. Self-management is the ability to 
regulate emotions, thoughts, and behaviors in different situations. Social awareness pertains to 
one’s ability to consider other perspectives, demonstrate empathy, and understand social and 
ethical norms of behavior. Relationship skills is focused on one’s ability to foster healthy 
relationships with a diverse population. Responsible decision-making is the ability to make 
constructive and respectful choices about one’s behavior in various situations. 
 Recent research has linked social-emotional learning outcomes to the 21st Century Skills 
incorporated in many intervention curriculums in schools (Wilson-Ahlstrom et al., 2011). These 
are skills identified by stakeholders as being critical for adulthood (ACA, 2006; Larson, 2011). 
However, the information examining linkages between what children do when they are out of 
school and SEL outcomes is sparse. Summer residential camps have been identified as having 
the potential to provide a variety of opportunities for their participants to develop these important 
intrapersonal and interpersonal skills (ACA, 2006; Henderson, Bialeschki, Scanlin, et al., 2007). 
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One approach for developing these skills is fostering supportive relationships with other 
individuals such as with the counselors and peers attending the camp. Camp counselors are often 
looked upon as positive role models for the youth, as they become very important non-parental 
supportive adults during camp (Henderson, Bialeschki, Scanlin, et al., 2007). Due to the potential 
closeness of these relationships, camp counselors may influence the youth’s social-emotional 
skills directly through their interactions, as well as indirectly through their own role modeling of 
behaviors. 
Social Learning Theory 
 Social Learning Theory connects the process of learning to the cognitive and physical 
interactions between individuals. “In social learning view, man is neither driven by inner forces 
nor buffeted helplessly by environmental influences. Rather, psychological functioning is best 
understood in terms of a continuous reciprocal interaction between behaviors and its controlling 
conditions” (Bandura, 1977, p. 2). Thus, learning occurs in a three-way interaction between 
cognitive, behavioral, and environmental factors. The interrelationship between the three factors 
acknowledges the impact both internal and external forces have on youth’s behavior. These 
forces include their personal knowledge and beliefs as well as the influence other people or 
communities have on outcomes. Youth may have the knowledge and expectations to excel in the 
future, but may be deterred when surrounded by negative influences in their environment. 
Positive youth development literature suggests that youth who are motivated and surrounded by 
opportunities to gain and practice new skills with caring and supportive role models are more 
likely to adopt healthy behaviors into adulthood (Benson et al., 2006; Damon, 2004; Larson, 
2011). The summer residential camp setting has been identified as a potential environment where 
positive social learning can occur (ACA, 2006; Henderson, Bialeschki, Scanlin, et al., 2007).  
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 Bandura (1977) hypothesized three forms of modeling that occur in a social learning 
framework: live modeling, verbal instruction, and symbolic representation. These forms range 
from in-person demonstrations of desired behavior, to direct instructions of behavior, to the 
external sources of modeling that derive from media outlets or fictional characters. Camp 
counselors are most likely to exhibit live and verbal instruction modeling, as they are 
consistently engaged with the youth throughout the program. Effective modeling will only occur 
when youth attention is focused and the displayed behavior is retained in their memory. 
Additionally, the youth must be motivated to reproduce the positive behavior either by 
recognizing the favorable results, or the disapproval following a negative behavior. In summer 
residential camps, counselors are looked upon as role models for the youth attending the 
program. Social Learning Theory suggests the counselors’ position is ripe for the responsibilities 
of modeling the desired behaviors and actions intended for youth to learn from their camp 
participation. 
 Another component to the social learning framework involves the use of reinforcements 
and incentives for obtaining a desired behavior. Vicarious reinforcement occurs when youth 
observe other individuals receiving positive or negative reinforcement. In this situation, the 
youth are not directly involved but retain the memory of the outcome from the interaction 
(Bandura, 1977). Youth and camp staff interact both directly and indirectly, which may provide 
opportunities for vicarious reinforcement for the youth. For example, youth may view an 
exchange between another camper and counselor and behave in a manner that will be perceived 
as positive according to that counselor (Bandura, 1977). Imitation reinforcement is more direct 
wherein youth behave in the same manner as the individuals in the exchange. In summer 
residential camps, the campers may react to their counselors’ behaviors and actions from their 
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direct interaction, or from indirect observations. This situation presents an appropriate setting for 
utilizing Social Learning Theory when seeking to understand how youth learn skills from their 
camp counselors.  
Research Focus 
 Youth social-emotional learning has garnered the attention of researchers, educators, and 
policy makers for many years. The present focus on 21st Century Skills, which includes social-
emotional competencies, is being integrated into many intervention programs. The education 
system is not the only environment where youth can learn important skills. Informal settings 
such as afterschool or enrichment programs have been linked to teaching youth skills that are 
important to their development (Hirsch, Deutsch, & DuBois, 2011; Rusk et al., 2013; Smith, 
Devaney, Akiva, & Sugar, 2009; Walker & Larson, 2006). Researchers have indicated camps 
can provide opportunities for youth to have positive youth development experiences (Henderson, 
Bialeschki, Scanlin, et al., 2007), learn social skills (Sibthorp, Bialeschki, Morgan, & Browne, 
2013; Thurber et al., 2006), and acquire life skills (Garst, Nichols, et al., 2011; Garton, 
Miltenberger, & Pruett, 2007). However, the literature explaining the process of learning these 
skills at camps is sparse (Garst, 2010). Additionally, research exploring youth emotional 
development in a traditional camp setting has rarely been explored but could contribute to the 
overall understanding of SEL skill acquisition.  
 Many youth are engaged in SEL interventions through their schools, but summer camp 
may provide another context where this skill set can potentially be learned and practiced. Youth 
attending summer residential camps may face a variety of emotions during their experience, as 
they are away from home, living and engaging with new people. This situation may lead the 
youth to look to their counselors for learning behavioral norms or social interaction strategies. 
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The camp counselor fulfills multiple supportive roles for the youth in the absence of their family 
and friends with one important responsibility being to model prosocial behaviors. These adults 
have the opportunity to impact youth learning these skills in this residential camp context. The 
ultimate purpose of this study is to understand how youth SEL may be impacted in this camp 
setting. Two broad research questions guided the study: 
How do camp counselors envision their role with their campers, and to what 
extent are socio-emotional skills a part of their vision? 
 
How do campers perceive their counselors demonstrating socio-emotional 
skills, and to what extent are they influenced by what they observe? 
 
In the longer-term, a number of studies should be conducted sequentially to gain a proper 
understanding of the social-emotional learning taking place in summer camps. This study begins 
the process by exploring camp counselors’ social-emotional learning through their knowledge 
and actions when interacting with the campers and the campers’ subsequent perceptions of their 
counselors’ SEL interactional behaviors. The results of this study will lead to follow up studies. 
For instance, if the findings indicate the counselors are not recognizing the importance of SEL in 
their role, subsequent research may seek to understand how counselor training or staffing 
practices could enhance their SEL skill development. A follow-up study may seek to understand 
how campers are sensitized to counselors’ SEL lessons or skills if the present study reveals the 
youth are not recognizing their counselors’ SEL behaviors. Together, this line of research will 
provide a deeper understanding of the knowledge youth may garner from their interactions with 
camp counselors, thus contributing to the ways summer residential camps can impact both 
positive youth development and youth social-emotional learning.  
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CHAPTER 2 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
 The developmental periods of Late Childhood and Early Adolescence are characterized 
by youth expanding their network and considering the opinions of people other than their 
immediate family. Young children often mimic adult behaviors, but as youth mature, adult 
behaviors are looked upon as examples for acceptable behavioral norms and societal 
expectations (Piaget, 1979). The opportunities for learning and developing skills are possible in a 
variety of settings including the home, school, or out of school programs such as summer camp. 
Youth Learning 
Youth spend nearly all of their time engaged in two distinct activities: school and leisure 
(Larson & Verma, 1999). These activities occur within a network of systems where various 
individuals influence youth’s growth and development (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Youth learning 
is a key component to personal development and the individuals with whom youth interact can 
greatly influence their learning and development. These individuals can be connected to various 
settings, which suggests youth learning occurs within multiple contexts. 
Settings for Youth Learning 
Youth engage with a variety of individuals on a daily basis: family, peers, neighbors, 
teachers, and even strangers. Some people are more influential than others, but all may provide 
youth with examples of appropriate or inappropriate behaviors. Family members can be 
considered the closest individuals to youth, which places them in a position of being highly 
influential (Witt & Caldwell, 2005). Society often looks to the family as the primary socializing 
and disciplinary force throughout a youth’s growth and development (Bird, Beville, Carlson, & 
Johnson, 1979; CCNY, 1992; Morrisey & Werner-Wilson, 2005). However, the family is only 
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one system and in some cases, youth spend considerably less time with family compared to time 
with other caring adults in youth-centered programs (Henderson, Powell, & Scanlin, 2005). 
These adults are responsible for facilitating youth’s learning of complex concepts in order to 
develop important skill sets necessary for their future adult life. However, family and school are 
only two settings where adults may impact youth learning. Out of school programs like 
afterschool, enrichment, mentoring, or summer camp connect supportive, caring adults with 
youth and encourage their active engagement. These programs may provide the ideal setting for 
youth learning. 
Social Learning Theory 
Researchers have explored the process of learning for well over a century. One influential 
model posits that learning occurs when individuals interact with each other. The premise of 
Social Learning Theory centers on the reciprocal relationship between a person’s cognition, 
behaviors, and environment (Bandura, 1978). The concept of learning through social 
mechanisms was studied by Freud, Sears, and other developmentalists who speculated a uni-
directional relationship between individuals’ personal interactions and learning outcomes 
(Grusec, 1992). These theorists believed that learning primarily occurred when an expert (i.e., 
teachers) taught a learner. Grusec (1992) noted that Social Learning Theory moved away from 
this limited perspective and toward a more nuanced approach that recognized the individual’s 
cognitive state, behaviors, and environment as the “triadic reciprocal determinism” (Bandura, 
1989, p. 3) of learning.  
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Figure 1: Social Learning Theory Model (ReCAPP, 2015) 
 
The three components of Social Learning Theory are not discrete, as signified by the 
triangle in Figure 1. Rather, these elements interact through their reciprocal relationship to 
impact individual learning. The cognitive factors pertain to the youth’s cognitive functioning, as 
they must be able to recognize and retain the observed actions or behaviors. Behavioral factors 
include the possession of necessary skill sets (i.e., self-confidence or self-efficacy) that enable 
youth to reproduce the desired behaviors or actions. The environmental factors are components 
outside of the youth’s control, such as neighborhood safety or parenting quality. Bandura (1978) 
believed these factors could influence each other. 
Most external influences affect behavior through intermediary cognitive 
processes. Cognitive whether they have any lasting effects, what valence and 
efficacy they have, and how the information they convey will be organized for 
future use. The extraordinary capacity of humans to use symbols enables them to 
engage in reflective thought, to create and to plan foresightful courses of action in 
thought rather than having to perform possible options and suffer the 
consequences of thoughtless action. By altering their immediate environment, by 
creating cognitive self-inducements, and by arranging conditional incentives for 
themselves, people can exercise some influence over their own behavior. An act 
therefore includes among its determinants self-produced influences. It is true that 
behavior is influenced by the environment but the environment is partly of a 
person’s own making. 
(Bandura, 1978, p. 345) 
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An important component of this reciprocal relationship in Social Learning Theory is the 
modeling of desired behaviors (Bandura, 1977). Earlier studies indicated youth learning could be 
influenced, positively or negatively, by adult models who they observed and interacted with 
(Bandura, Ross, & Ross, 1963). Three forms of modeling have been identified: live modeling, 
verbal instruction, and symbolic representation (Bandura, 1977). Live modeling entails an adult 
personally modeling the desired behavior to the youth, while verbal instruction modeling utilizes 
verbal guidance to direct the youth’s behavior. Symbolic representation derives from the 
symbols youth may receive from media sources or fictitious characters. The modeling of 
behaviors is only effective when youth are able to recognize, retain, and reproduce the necessary 
information. 
Bandura (1977) indicated observation entails four steps related to the youth’s attention, 
retention, reproduction, and motivation. Basic exposure to models does not guarantee youth will 
adopt the exhibited positive behaviors. Youth must possess the ability to recognize the modeled 
behavior and this process may be influenced by the youth’s personal preferences (Bandura, 
1977). Youth may be drawn to certain adults due to their personality or when sharing similar 
interests (Hirsch et al., 2011). In addition, youth must retain memory of the action, which enables 
them to repeat the behavior in the model’s absence. Retention will occur when the youth 
converts the observed action to a symbolic representation in their memory. This process allows 
them to recall the memory and act out the desired behavior (Allen, Akinyanju, Milliken, Lorek, 
& Walker, 2011), which leads to the third style of reproduction. This step requires youth to 
organize a series of behavioral responses while utilizing self-corrective techniques to modify 
their actions when necessary. Above all, youth must be motivated to engage in this observational 
process in order to receive the benefits from the learning opportunity. Larson and Walker (2005) 
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indicated most theorists believe individuals want to grow and develop, which suggests some 
youth may be intrinsically inclined to learn from others’ behaviors while other youth may seek 
incentives before altering their own behaviors.  
Bandura (1977) suggested youth do not learn or act based only on observed 
reinforcements, but rather their internal sense of regulation is developed and then influenced by 
the external responses witnessed during the interaction. Vicarious reinforcement is considered 
the external response to the witnessed behavior, which causes the observer to act in a manner 
that leads him or her to obtain their ideal response (Bandura et al., 1963, 1977). “In social 
learning theory, reinforcement is considered a facilitative rather than a necessary condition 
because there are factors other than response consequences that can influence what people will 
attend to” (Bandura, 1977, p. 9). For example, the observation of a negative response to a youth 
bullying a peer may encourage that youth to act more friendly to others in order to receive a 
positive reaction in the future. Conversely, youth that observe adults overlooking negative 
behaviors (such as bullying) could encourage youth to also engage in similar activities since no 
apparent reprimands were administered by the adults. Vicarious reinforcement derives from 
youth indirectly experiencing social interactions, but these reinforcement concepts are applicable 
when youth directly interact with adult models. Larson, Walker, and Pearce (2005) found that 
adolescents learned perseverance and emotional fortitude from interactional work with their art 
instructor when the group was tasked with restoring a vandalized outdoor art project. This art 
instructor encouraged the adolescents to overcome their anger at the vandals by working 
diligently to restore the mural to its original state. In this situation, the adolescents learned new 
art restoration skills, but also learned how to productively harness and use their emotions. 
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The process of youth learning through social and interactive relationships can be found 
throughout youth-oriented programs during out of school hours. The adults engaged with youth-
centered programs seek to facilitate youth growth and development. A framework of positive 
youth development practices are often intertwined with programmatic and activity lessons for 
helping youth learn important skill sets.  
Positive Youth Development 
The school environment is not the only context where youth learn important skills. Youth 
engage in activities outside of school hours where they interact with various individuals that can 
influence their learning. Positive youth development (PYD) is a framework that guides the 
efforts of multiple organizations, researchers, and stakeholders to help youth and adolescents 
engage in, and connect to, positive community supports and programmatic opportunities (Eccles 
& Gootman, 2002; Lerner et al., 2012). This contemporary framework views youth development 
within an assets-based approach, whereas previous conceptualizations of youth development 
stemmed from a deficit-oriented perspective (Damon, 2004). Youth development stakeholders 
sought to counteract life’s negative circumstances by providing prevention or intervention type 
programs and services to certain populations of youth. Platt (1974) suggested that youth 
development workers traditionally viewed their role as saving youth from their inherent 
delinquent behaviors. Well-intentioned adults (e.g. settlement workers, spiritual or recreation 
leaders) provided services for the purpose of instilling prosocial behaviors in the youth. This 
perspective placed youth in a passive learning situation where youth development work was 
done to them rather than with them actively engaged throughout the process (Eccles & Gootman, 
2002).  
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 Positive youth development initiatives are synonymous with programs occurring outside 
of school hours. When youth are not in school, they may be at greater risk for inadequate 
supervision or lack of opportunities for positive activity engagement (CCNY, 1992; Connell, 
Gambone, & Smith, 2001). Benson and Saito (2001) believed “youth development mobilizes 
programs, organizations, systems and communities to build developmental strengths in order to 
promote health and well-being” (p. 144). Multiple organizations, such as Boys and Girls Clubs, 
scouting programs, YMCAs, YWCAs, and youth camping organizations, were established for 
this purpose of providing youth development services during these high-risk hours. Connell, 
Gambone, and Smith (2001) suggested these extended services create a holistic approach to 
youth development, particularly when school and community organizations partner to provide 
youth activities during “gap periods” (p. 303) like before or after school, weekends, or summers.  
 Youth development is believed to target different developmental areas than academic 
institutions. The Carnegie Corporation of New York (1992) considered cognitive and academic 
development to be the primary concern for schools while youth development organizations were 
thought to influence youth’s social, physical, emotional, and moral development. These lines are 
now blurred, as schools attempt to teach to the whole child (Barber, 2014), and youth-oriented 
organizations are tasked with also improving youth’s academic outcomes (Allen, Akinyanju, 
Milliken, Lorek, & Walker, 2011; Durlak, Weissberg, & Pachan, 2010). This current 
understanding of organizational impact on youth is important to recognize since youth learning is 
impacted by many individuals other than the family (Morrisey & Werner-Wilson, 2005).  
 A significant component of positive youth development is the youth’s role within this 
developmental framework. This assets-based approach positions youth and adolescents in an 
active role where they can be engaged in the opportunities that will enhance their developmental 
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trajectory (Eccles & Gootman, 2002; Larson, 2000; MacDonald & Valdivieso, 2001). Witt and 
Caldwell (2005) introduced 10 key principles of positive youth development programs:  
1. Understand that young people are assets in the making and not just problems to 
be fixed 
2. Move beyond deficit-based models (addressing only problem behaviors) to 
models that focus on developing youth capabilities (assets) 
3. Base the provision of SOPS on a vision of a fully functioning and capable adult 
4. Move beyond things in terms of either/or 
5. Focus on developing a wide range of knowledge, skills, and behaviors 
6. Involve adults from the family and community in fostering youth development 
7. Support youth in being essential players in their own development 
8. Design youth development supports opportunities, and programs deliberately 
9. Bring programs to scale 
10. Sustain supports and opportunities over time 
(p. 4-5)  
These principles can be applied to any youth-oriented program. Hansen, Larson, and Dworkin 
(2003) found higher rates of learning occurred during youth activities than in other youth 
engagement contexts. Youth activities have been defined as “structured voluntary activities” 
(Larson, 2000, p. 174), which can provide opportunities for initiative-taking, identity exploration 
and reflection, emotional learning, development of teamwork skills, and forming ties with 
community members (Hansen et al., 2003). Larson (2006) indicated the ideal situation for youth 
learning and development involves a program where youth can voluntarily take initiative, be 
engaged and be included in the developmental process, which rarely happens in a school setting 
(Hansen et al., 2003). “Excellent youth development programs create an atmosphere where the 
participants feel physically and emotionally safe in approaching the program setting and 
participating here. Adults listen, young people are respectful of themselves, one another, and 
adults; and the program is youth centered and youth directed” (Nicholson, Collins, & Holmer, 
2004, p. 59).  Lerner (2004) indicated three primary components are necessary for designing 
successful youth development programs: “positive and sustained adult-youth relationships, life 
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skill building activities, and participation in leadership activities” (p. 89). These elements can be 
found in many well-designed after school, enrichment, mentoring, sport, or camp programs. 
 Researchers have indicated summer camp programs can provide a positive youth 
development experience, as youth have opportunities to be actively engaged in skill-based and 
personal developmental experiences (Hansen et al., 2003; Henderson, Bialeschki, Scanlin, et al., 
2007; Larson, 2000). Summer camps may provide a promotive youth learning environment 
distinct from other out of school time programs following PYD practices youth. 
Camp as a Learning Environment 
Summer camps have provided youth-centered programs for over 125 years. William and 
Abigail Gunn initiated the first summer camp program in 1861 when they led a group of boys on 
a camping trip to Long Island, New York for two weeks. Their purpose was to transport youth 
from urban decay into a natural, wilderness setting. Early camp directors and leaders were 
educators who sought to broaden educational lessons to include the teaching of skills through an 
experiential approach that only the wilderness could provide (Paris, 2008; Wall, 2008). For 
instance, boys could release their inner pioneer spirit while girls could engage in outdoor 
activities (such as archery or canoeing) unavailable to them at home (Paris, 2008). While gender, 
ethnicity, religion, class, and race often created segregation among the early camps, these 
programs all focused on teaching skills in a distinct setting. This setting has been the site of 
youth learning for over a century. 
 Summer camp programs have served various purposes over time. In the beginning, 
parents hoped their children would grow physically stronger, develop greater self-reliance, learn 
some skills, and have fun (Paris, 2008; Wall, 2008). Parents were most impressed when their 
children returned home happier and healthier (Paris, 2008). Some boys camps operated with a 
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militaristic design as youth awoke to revelry in the morning and participated in organized 
marches, while others provided a relaxed and vacation-like atmosphere that included a wide 
range of activities like swimming in a lake, playing games, and making crafts (Paris, 2008). The 
earliest camps were established by individuals concerned about the character development of 
youth, which was applicable to both wealthy and working-class families (Wall, 2008). Many 
youth were living in congested, urban conditions and a natural setting like camp was considered 
the antidote to positively impact their lives (Wall, 2008). Many early camps did not endure but 
this movement led to the establishment of camps by youth-serving organizations such as 
YMCAs, YWCAs, churches, Girl Scouts, Boy Scouts, Camp Fire Girls and Boys, and the 
Salvation Army. As the popularity of camps grew, some groups formed specifically to provide 
camping programs such as the Fresh Air Association. Settlement houses also developed a 
number of camp programs. Each of these camps maintained a specific set of values, but all 
sought to impact youth learning in some fashion. Benson and Goldberg (1951) believed health, 
social living, learning, personality development, purposeful work, conservation, spiritual value, 
and patterns for leisure-time activities were key objectives for summer camps. Furthermore, they 
promoted the concept that “the improvement of the character and personality should be one of 
the main goals of camping” (Benson & Goldberg, 1951, p. 30). These authors provide an early 
illustration of teaching to the whole child at camp versus simply teaching activity skills that 
could be learned at home or school. The concept of teaching to the whole child is prominently 
discussed among educators today but has been a component of the camping experience from its 
inception.  
 Youth can learn a variety of skills from their camp experience, but the skills may differ 
according to the camp attended. Many youth learn activity-related skills like archery, campfire 
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building, or canoeing, which practitioners believe are one of a multitude of specific skills learned 
at camp. Evidence of growth and positive experiences was anecdotally known for many years, 
but hard evidence demonstrating the benefits was necessary to “document and communicate 
information about camp’s value and capacity to many audiences” (Henderson, Bialeschki, & 
James, 2007, p. 757). Camp leaders always believed their programs contributed to the healthy 
development of their participants but over time undisputed evidence was needed to support their 
perceptions. Thurber et al. (2006) suggested that a camp is:  
Sequestered from pernicious urban, peer, media, and electronic influences; it 
demands physical activity in the outdoors, it is usually staffed with trusting, 
caring, supportive, accepting adults who strive to set appropriate boundaries, it 
offers a program of fun, challenging, healthy risk-taking activities; it promotes the 
formation of diverse friendships and a positive peer culture; and whether it is a 
day or resident program, it offers a kind of immersion that permit the camp’s 
philosophical and sometimes spiritual goals to be intentionally realized. 
(p. 243) 
 
The distinctiveness of the camping program compared to other out of school programs 
required a separate research agenda to identify outcomes and understand the potential 
developmental growth occurring in this setting. Since 2000, research on camp outcomes has 
grown exponentially through studies conducted by individual researchers and organizations. 
Youth learn more than activity skills at camp (ACA, 2005, 2006; Garst, Browne, & Bialeschki, 
2011; Thurber et al., 2006). In particular, research has indicated a connection between camp 
participation and developmental outcomes related to self-constructs, social relationships, and 
skill-building (Bialeschki & Sibthorp, 2011). 
Developmental Outcomes 
 The lack of evidence demonstrating skill development at camps prompted the American 
Camp Association (ACA) to initiate a national research thrust. From 2002 to 2007, ACA 
conducted three major studies to investigate how youth experience camp and to what degree they 
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grow from their experiences (Henderson et al., 2007). Two studies entailed collecting nationally 
representative data from youth, parents, and camp staff connected to ACA accredited camps. The 
outcomes examined in these two research projects derived from the literature on the 40 
Developmental Assets and the elements comprising the list of internal assets of supports, positive 
values, commitment to learning, social competencies, and positive identity (Benson, Scales, 
Leffert, & Roehlkepartain, 1999). Other youth development concepts included in these studies 
were physical and psychological safety, emotional and moral support, supportive adult 
relationships, opportunities to form close human relationships, a feeling of belonging and being 
valued, opportunities for skill building, personal efficacy, and opportunities to contribute to 
one’s community (Henderson, Thurber, Scanlin, & Bialeschki, 2007).  
 The first study targeted developmental outcomes by examining four dimensions of 
growth consisting of positive identity: self-esteem and independence; social skills: leadership, 
friendship skills, social comfort, and peer relationships; physical and thinking skills: 
adventure/exploration and environmental awareness; and positive values and spirituality: 
values/decisions and spirituality (ACA, 2005). In this study, youth experienced growth in all 
four dimensions and this growth was mostly maintained six months following their camp 
experience. Campers experienced the greatest increase in feelings of independence from the 
early camp experience to the six-month assessment. Campers’ surveys did not indicate 
immediate growth in the area of social comfort in the social skill dimension but growth was 
identified six months later in a post-camp assessment. The construct of adventure/exploration 
was reported as having significant growth at the end of camp but returned to pre-camp levels six 
months later. Overall, parents indicated the changes in these dimensions remained higher at a 
six-month interval compared to the pre-camp scores (ACA, 2005). These findings were 
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compared to an estimated valuation of similarly aged youth, and it was found that camp 
enhanced the developmental growth in these areas beyond what was normally expected through 
maturation for those attending (Thurber et al., 2006). This study also elucidated some important 
relationships among the outcomes. First, longer durations at camp enhanced growth in most 
constructs. Second, youth with the lowest pre-camp scores experienced the greatest gains, 
suggesting these youth had more room to grow than others. Last, older campers experienced 
more growth than their younger counterparts (Thurber et al., 2006). These seminal camp studies 
provided much needed information for identifying the potential outcomes of a camp experience. 
Researchers have continued to build on this initial research to further investigate what youth are 
learning from their camp experience. 
Social and Personal Skills 
 Researchers have explored many personal and social outcomes in greater detail. Social 
relationships, or social skill development, have been widely researched within the camping 
scholarship (Bialeschki & Sibthorp, 2011). Social skills have been characterized as social 
competencies (Fichman, Koestner, & Zuroff, 1996), people skills (Dworken, 1998), and social 
outcomes (e.g. Shrilla & Gass, 2008). The design of a camp program is inherently social. 
Campers participate in group activities, live communally, and share three meals a day with their 
peers and counselors. While quiet periods are typically scheduled, the majority of the camp day 
is spent interacting with other people. Durall (1997) indicated most summer camps provide 
opportunities for experiencing group cohesion, interpersonal learning, and altruism, and these 
potentially having a significant impact on a youth’s social development.  
 Some youth find camp to be a freeing place where they can be themselves and “let go of 
worries and being perfect” (Darlington, McWhirter, & Eldridge, 2010, p. 1). In a study of 
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adolescent girls attending a residential camp, the findings demonstrated their camp provided an 
environment conducive for building new friendships and learning how to be personally 
comfortable within them (Darlington et al., 2010). However, making friends at camp is not 
always easy for youth. Hanna (1998) indicated campers that had antagonistic relationships with 
friends or family members prior to camp established similar relationships in a camp setting, 
while campers with positive friendships at home were more likely to experience similar 
relationships at camp. Yuen (2005) found recreation activities facilitated positive peer 
relationships at an international camp where the youth spoke different languages. The activities 
involving greater social engagement were thought to contribute to developing youth’s social 
capital. By participating in these activities, campers learned how to rely on each other and work 
together regardless of their background and native language differences (Yuen, 2005).  
 Social interactions can be facilitated through various methods during a summer 
residential camp experience. Reefe (2006) theorized that the program elements that contributed 
to campers’ social skill development centered on having a clear and co-created code of conduct, 
choice of activity, and goal setting, and that allowed for skill mastery and delivered consistent 
positive rewards for desired behaviors. These components were found to be present only in a 
summer camp program and not in the non-camp comparison group of middle school students. 
This particular camp program was intentionally designed to foster the development of these 
skills, however these elements highlighted the differences between the school and camp learning 
environments. Reefe (2006) indicated that campers’ ability to manage their time (i.e. moving 
from one activity to another and utilizing their free time), take active initiative (opportunity to 
give input and select activities), and have the opportunity to enhance self-confidence through 
developing a skill set, all contributed to developing a significant life effect.  
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 A camp’s intentional program design has been examined in relation to the campers’ 
social skill outcomes (Henderson, Scanlin, et al., 2005). A national study of ACA accredited 
camps did not find support for the notion of intentionality as it relates to camper outcomes 
(Henderson, Scanlin, et al., 2005). The camp directors in this study identified select 
developmental outcomes as their camp’s first or second goal that was targeted in their program. 
Henderson, Scanlin, et al. (2005) found that 77% of campers attended a program that focused on 
personal identity as the first or second goal while only 38% of campers attended a program 
where social skill development was one of these primary goals. Although a correlation could not 
be identified with intentional camp outcomes, the campers in this study did experience positive 
growth in seven developmental areas: “positive identity, independence, leadership, peer 
relationships, making friends, adventure/exploration, and spirituality” (Henderson, Scanlin, et al., 
2005, p. 3). A relationship between intentional program design and social skill development may 
be more indicative of specialty camps designed to meet specific medical, behavioral, or familial 
needs. Brannan, Arick, Fullerton, and Harris (2000) found an inclusion-based camp could be 
beneficial for both campers with or without disabilities, as both groups experienced significant 
growth in the areas of self-reliance, social interactions, communications, and self-esteem. Clary 
and Ferrari (2014) found youth from military families enhanced their communication, social, and 
coping skills by attending a camp that specifically designed the program to target these skill sets. 
Moorman (1997) found youth improved social and personal outcomes after attending general or 
low-priced camp programs. Moorman speculated the lower priced camps provided much needed 
recreational experiences for youth who may not otherwise have recreational opportunities. 
Specialty camps were believed to focus more on developing specific sports or activity-related 
skills compared to the more relaxed atmosphere seeking to impact general competencies found 
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among traditional camps (Moorman, 1997). Intentional camp design has also been linked to 
personal skill development (Marsh, 1999; Reefe, 2006). 
 Marsh (1999) found that a camp’s philosophy was directly related to the enhancement of 
campers’ self-esteem in a meta-analysis of camp studies. Structured learning and competency-
based camps produced non-significant yet positive results. This meta-analysis demonstrated 
significance was always found with camps intentionally focused on self-enhancement whereas 
camps that targeted activity competency without considering self-enhancement produced 
negative results. Utilizing another type of focus, a camp that sought to enhance the resiliency 
skills of their youth by incorporating the National Park and Recreation Association’s  “benefits-
based programming model” in their camp design (Allen, Cox, & Cooper, 2006, p. 18) showed 
increased resiliency scores in all areas unlike the youth attending the traditional, comparison 
camp site. This programming model was comprised of extended engagement between the 
counselors and campers with specific staff training provided to ensure “a caring, supportive, and 
positive environment at all times for the campers” (Allen et al., 2006, p. 22).  
 In 2002, the National 4-H Camping Research Consortium was formed to examine the 
impact of national 4-H camping services, particularly related to positive youth development 
outcomes (Garst, Nichols, et al., 2011). This consortium developed several strategies accessible 
to practitioners for measuring life skill outcomes, as this skill set was identified as the priority 
outcome for 4-H camps (Garst, Nichols, et al., 2011). Across several studies, researchers found 
that 4-H camp participation positively influenced youth life skill development. Klem (2006) 
found that campers perceived there was improvement in social, teamwork, and self-responsibility 
skills. Similarly, Garton, Miltenberger, and Pruett (2007) indicated youth improved in the areas 
of taking personal responsibility, respecting others, accepting differences, follow-through, and 
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teamwork. Two studies found that female campers experienced greater skill enhancement than 
their male counterparts among similar life skill constructs (Arnold, Bourdeau, & Nagele, 2005; 
Hendrick, Homan, & Dick, 2009). An additional study found that when youth participated in 
both 4-H summer camp and club activities, their life skill development was enhanced more than 
if they only participated in the club activities (Armstrong, 2010). These studies demonstrated the 
ways in which summer camps can impact the social and personal development of youth. The list 
of potential camper outcomes has not yet been exhausted and some youth outcomes still need to 
be explored in a camp setting.  
Outcomes in Need of Research 
 A plethora of research has occurred over the past two decades dedicated to understanding 
how camps can impact the youth attending these distinct programs. Both macro-level and 
context-specific studies have demonstrated that youth generally experience personal or social 
growth as a result of their camp experience (Garst, Browne, et al., 2011; Sibthorp et al., 2013; 
Thurber et al., 2006). As previously mentioned, social relationships and self-constructs have 
been studied but emotional development is rarely included as a focus in these studies. Youth 
have the opportunity to learn a variety of skills in this particular program environment and one 
skill set ripe for examination is social-emotional learning. Exploring this learning outcome may 
prove fruitful given the social nature of summer camps as well as the emotional fortitude 
necessary to engage in a residential program away from home, family, and friends for one to six 
weeks. 
Social-Emotional Learning Skills 
 The outcomes and skills identified in positive youth development as well as those defined 
as personal, social, or life skills are related to social-emotional learning skills. These skills are 
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important for developing personal emotional regulation as well as the ability to socially engage 
with others. Social-emotional learning (SEL) transpires over a period of time, as these skills are 
acquired through one’s interactions with other people and during periods of emotional challenges 
when one must adapt to situations. Five competencies comprise the social-emotional learning 
skill set (see Figure 2): self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, relationship skills, 
and responsible decision-making. 
 
Figure 2: Social-emotional Learning Model (CASEL, 2015, p. 1) 
 
The Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL) defines these 
competencies as follows: 
 
• Self-awareness is the ability to accurately recognize one’s emotions and thoughts 
and their influence on behavior.  
• Self-management is the ability to regulate one’s emotions, thoughts, and behaviors 
effectively in different situations. 
• Social awareness is the ability to take the perspective of and empathize with others 
from diverse backgrounds and cultures, to understand social and ethical norms for 
behavior, and to recognize family, school, and community resources and supports. 
• Relationship skills pertain to the ability to establish and maintain healthy and 
rewarding relationships with diverse individuals and groups. 
• Responsible decision making is the ability to make constructive and respectful 
choices about personal behavior and social interactions based on consideration of 
ethical standards, safety concerns, social norms, the realistic evaluation of 
consequences of various actions, and the well-being of self and others.  
(CASEL, 2015, p. 1) 
 
  
26 
 The short-term goals for acquiring these five competencies pertain to improving youth’s 
attitudes and beliefs about self, others, and school. The long-term goals target the enhancement 
of prosocial behaviors and academic success while reducing conduct problems and emotional 
distress (CASEL, 2013b). These SEL goals are primarily connected to a youth’s academic 
improvement. The relationship between SEL and academic skills began with the initial 
conceptualization of how social-emotional learning should be taught to youth. 
 The concept of social-emotional learning as a skill set was conceived by a group of 
researchers and stakeholders involved in youth development during the mid-1990s. SEL 
concepts were formulated during the same period when youth development theories progressed 
to the assets-based framework (PYD). During the initial meetings, SEL was defined as “the 
process of acquiring a set of social and emotional skills” (Cherniss, Extein, Goleman, & 
Weissberg, 2006, p. 243 as cited in Hoffman, 2009) and the five core competencies were 
operationalized. The individuals involved in these early meetings believed SEL skills 
‘inoculated’ youth from delinquent behaviors and promoted prosocial behaviors, which could 
ultimately lead to greater academic attainment (Humphrey, 2013). “SEL programming is 
intended to enhance the growth of all children, to help them develop healthy behaviors, and to 
prevent their engaging in maladaptive and unhealthy behaviors” (Zins & Elias, 2006, p. 2). These 
researchers and stakeholders perceived the school environment as an appropriate setting for 
teaching SEL given the significant amount of time youth spend in this environment. Schools 
provide the safe and supportive atmosphere for fostering SEL skills, which these individuals also 
speculated could improve student academic skills. Therefore, unlike positive youth development, 
SEL was predominantly situated within the educational context. SEL has been introduced to 
school systems using two approaches: universal or targeted. Zins and Elias (2006) indicated SEL 
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prevention or promotion initiatives are universally taught to entire schools or classrooms whereas 
interventional programs target a specific at-risk population of students. A plethora of SEL 
programs have been designed and implemented over the past 20 years.  
 Social-emotional learning is viewed as a universal goal most schools can use to 
coordinate their prevention efforts and programs (Zins & Elias, 2006). “Intrinsically, schools are 
social places and learning is a social process. Students do not learn alone but rather in 
collaboration with their teachers, in the company of their peers, and with the support of their 
families” (Zins, Bloodworth, Weissberg, & Walberg, 2007, p. 191). Hundreds of SEL programs 
have been designed for classrooms around the world. The programs’ structure and rigor range 
from the highly structured Second Step program (cfc, 1986) to the very flexible SEAL program 
that is used in the UK (Humphrey, 2013). SEL programs are designed to target both teacher and 
student skills and behaviors through the addition of special lessons implemented throughout the 
school year. General findings from numerous SEL interventions have found that youth 
experience positive effects on targeted SEL competencies and attitudes about self, others, and 
school. 
Social-Emotional Learning Outcomes 
 The majority of SEL outcome research has been conducted in an academic setting since 
SEL is a skill set that has been predominantly taught in schools. New research is beginning to 
emerge that investigates the acquisition of SEL skills in other context areas such as afterschool 
and mentoring programs. In order to understand the benefits of SEL interventions one must 
consider the efficacy of these programs in the school system. The SEL framework begins from a 
deficit model where stakeholders believe youth must learn these skills otherwise they will form 
maladaptive behaviors in their absence (Zins & Elias, 2006). Therefore, the programs have been 
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designed to teach SEL skills through various methods, including the enhancement of teachers’ 
engagement and relationship building with students as well as enhancing students’ problem-
solving skills. Greenberg, Domitrovich, and Bumbarger (2001) believed “there is no single 
program component that can prevent multiple high-risk behaviors. A package of coordinated, 
collaborative strategies and programs is required in each community. For school-aged children, 
the school ecology should be a central focus of intervention” (p. 33). These researchers, and 
others, have called for an integrated approach to teaching SEL skills by educators as well as 
forming stronger partnerships with families and community interventional services (Bridgeland, 
Bruce, & Hariharan, 2013; Greenberg et al., 2003; Zins & Elias, 2006).  
 A recent meta-analysis of 213 SEL studies examining 270,034 students in kindergarten 
through high school found students engaged with the intervention programs enhanced their SEL 
skills to a greater degree than those in the control groups (Durlak, Weissberg, Dymnicki, Taylor, 
& Schellinger, 2011). This same analysis indicated the SEL programs following SAFE 
(sequenced, active, focused and explicit) protocols produced “improved social and emotional 
skills, self-concept, bonding to school, and classroom behavior, fewer conduct problems…and 
reduced emotional distress” (Weissberg & Cascarino, 2013, p. 11). These outcomes are mirrored 
by a meta-analysis of 75 SEL studies, both American and non-American. Generally, Sklad, 
Diekstra, De Ritter, Ben, and Gravesteijn (2012) found that SEL program students had greater 
enhanced skills than 76% of students not participating in these programs. The analysis of quasi-
experimental or experimental studies demonstrated the programs did contribute to the 
enhancement of SEL skills such as “positive self-image; prosocial behavior; reduction or 
prevention of antisocial behavior; mental problems; and disorders; and promotion of academic 
achievement” (Sklad et al., 2012, p. 905). Most programs lasted one academic year and produced 
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significant short-term effects among attitudes toward self, and prosocial behaviors with academic 
achievement and anti-social behavior reduction were also impacted. The researchers analyzed the 
studies with follow-up research on the participants and found that improved academic 
achievement showed the greatest enhancement among the seven potential outcomes. Many SEL 
programs seek to enhance student outcomes through altering the classroom environment and the 
teachers’ behaviors. These programs tend to focus solely on the teachers’ SEL skills or 
emotional intelligence.  
Teacher Influences on SEL Skills 
 Teachers have been identified as playing a crucial role in helping students develop 
emotional regulation skills and providing opportunities for them to practice these skills in the 
classroom. Bridgeland et al. (2013) found that teachers overwhelmingly support the 
implementation of SEL initiatives in schools but seek greater support from administrators and 
policy makers in the process. The need for measuring any and all youth skills in the school 
setting necessitates that only thoroughly proven strategies can be incorporated into curricula. 
Some educators do not consider SEL programs important enough to take up valuable 
instructional periods of the school day (Greenberg et al., 2003; Zins et al., 2007), which leads to 
this skill set being overlooked in many schools. The educators that do implement SEL protocols 
and techniques have found the lessons to be useful for improving teacher competencies (Larsen 
& Samdal, 2012). 
 Students’ own awareness of their emotions and the impact of their behaviors extend to 
teachers and administrators, as educators must be cognizant of their own emotions and behaviors 
when handling various student issues. A lack of personal awareness can lead to educators’ 
emotions overcoming them and potentially negatively impacting their interactions with students 
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(S. M. Jones, Bouffard, & Weissbourd, 2013). Some educators implement the SEL program and 
teach the specific lessons as required, while other teachers choose to go one step further. Barber 
(2014) found SEL initiatives were more effective when adult-youth relationships were valued in 
the classroom environment. For instance, teachers believed greeting students by name and 
personally connecting with them each morning enhanced the social and emotional connections 
between them and their students. Barber (2014) noticed several teachers set aside time to meet 
one-on-one or in small groups during lunch time, recess, or free choice time, which was viewed 
as valuable time to become acquainted with students on a deeper level. Yan, Evans, and Harvey 
(2014) found that teachers continuously worked on understanding their students’ lives outside of 
the classroom, particularly their home life or extracurricular activities. Some teacher-focused 
SEL programs introduce mindfulness techniques to help them remain “in the moment, 
nonjudgmental, and accepting of situations as they are” (Jones et al., 2013, p. 64). SEL skills are 
acquired through social interactions and teachers found these types of techniques beneficial for 
handling difficult student behaviors such as moments when student challenge their authority 
(Friedman, 2014). While these studies have demonstrated positive results from SEL programs, 
not all programs have been designed, implemented, or evaluated properly. 
Current Challenges with Teaching SEL 
 The goals and purpose for teaching social-emotional learning skills are noble and well-
intentioned. Researchers, educators, and stakeholders have identified the need for teaching SEL 
to youth, but these lessons have primarily been taught in an academic setting. Several challenges 
arise from this focus due to inconsistent implementation, improper evaluation, and lack of 
consideration of other learning environments (Rojek, 2010).  
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 Social-emotional learning programs are designed so that any teacher could implement the 
same program in any classroom. Teachers may appreciate pre-written scripts and pre-designed 
lessons when inserting another skill-based program into their curriculum. However, the highly 
structured format of SEL programs leaves little opportunity for teachable moments where SEL 
could be applied and practiced (Jones & Bouffard, 2012). When SEL is taught in separate, static 
lessons once a month, youth may not connect the skill set to real situations, which might lead to a 
less authentic feeling (Barber, 2014). Researchers continue to struggle with identifying the best 
approach for teaching SEL skills. Durlak et al. (2011) wondered if SEL instruction should 
“teach, model, practise, and apply social and emotional skills that are already part of most 
children’s repertoires (thereby merely reinforcing and consolidating existing knowledge, 
understanding and behavioural response patterns), or use SEL instruction to advance these 
repertoires by teaching more sophisticated concepts that may be just beyond their immediate 
understanding” (Humphrey, 2013, p. 23).  
 The most significant discussion surrounding SEL implementation to date appears to 
center on universal versus targeted approaches. Furthermore, within this discourse researchers 
and stakeholders do not agree whether to infuse SEL techniques throughout all aspects of 
teaching or to continue teaching SEL only as an add-on program. Zins and Elias (2006) indicated 
SEL is a long-term commitment, as full program implementation and the ability to see results 
can take upward of three to five years. The need to demonstrate immediate growth in this skill 
set troubles some researchers because these skills are connected to traits more than they are to 
states (Humphrey, 2013). Jones and Bouffard (2012) suggested schools implement SEL through 
curricula, student-teacher and peer engagement inside classrooms, as well as in non-class 
transition periods such as hallway interaction or the lunchroom. This infusion of SEL techniques 
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throughout the youth’s school experiences provides continual engagement across their 
development. This process, though, may be more challenging for educators to implement than in 
other areas of youth development. Program design and implementation are only one component 
of the broader concept of teaching SEL. The process of evaluating programs and understanding 
how youth are acquiring these skills is another area of concern among researchers. 
 The Collaboration for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning has identified 45 
assessments for measuring SEL in preschool to middle school students (Denham, Ji, & Hamre, 
2010; Haggerty, Elgin, & Woolley, 2011). Some assessments are designed to evaluate specific 
outcomes while other assessments are tied to specific programs. However, the efficacy of these 
evaluative tools is unknown due to a lack of reliability or validity testing. For instance, Durlak et 
al. (2011) found that 24% of measures used to evaluate SEL had no reported reliability and 49% 
of instruments were used without confirmed validity. These findings suggest that the process of 
measuring SEL skills is not as clear-cut as measuring academic outcomes. “Although few would 
disagree with the goal of having a positive emotional climate in their classrooms, and in principle 
there is nothing wrong with the idea of pursuing success, the larger question concerns what the 
consequences are for human relationships when the focus is on behavioral and cognitive skills 
and when emotion is valued as a means to success rather than as a good in itself” (Hoffman, 
2009, p. 539). Furthermore, SEL programs claim to correspond to the components of emotional 
intelligence, but this area of intelligence is comprised of multiple competencies rarely specified 
in the targeted design of SEL programs (Hoffman, 2009). These challenges make the design of 
valid and reliable instruments difficult to achieve especially when one considers what is actually 
being evaluated: personal, emotional, and social management. 
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 All SEL instruments are designed for a quantitative assessment to demonstrate what skills 
have been impacted and the trajectory of this programmatic impact (Barber, 2014). Some 
evaluations include observations, but these observations utilize scales that have been converted 
to numerical values. Most instruments are administered through self-report, as students indicate 
their responses on surveys distributed at pre-determined intervals throughout the intervention. 
The process of evaluating programs through student surveys does not allow youth to provide 
information other than what is being asked on the evaluation. Humphrey (2013) called for 
greater youth voice in these SEL programs, as they are the ones experiencing the interventions. 
An understanding of the skill acquisition process is relatively unknown. Durlak et al. (2011) was 
unable to find studies investigating the relationship between teaching and youth SEL skills. Since 
SEL programs are designed to target both teaching techniques and student skills in the same 
program, these connections have been difficult to make. The Social and Character Development 
Research Consortium (2010) found non-significant results across three years of SEL program 
evaluation. The researchers speculated that inconsistent implementation practices, lack of 
researcher presence, and type of observational methods might have contributed to these findings. 
The evaluative challenges discussed here suggest that qualitative studies would allow researchers 
to gain a deeper understanding of the SEL process as well as provide more detailed information 
to explain the inconsistent quantitative findings. A few studies have adopted a qualitative 
approach to understanding the implementation process (Barber, 2014) or the teacher-student 
relationship (Yoder, 2013), however this methodological approach is sparse throughout the SEL 
literature. The adoption of SEL skills has been studied almost exclusively within one primary 
context: schools. This is not the only environment for youth to learn SEL skills and studies are 
just beginning to examine SEL in other contexts. 
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Teaching SEL in Different Settings 
 The connection of SEL skills to academic outcomes suggests SEL can only be taught or 
acquired in this learning environment. Social-emotional learning and positive youth development 
research have been simultaneously occurring but in different youth development realms. Positive 
youth development (PYD) was previously discussed as being initiated during the out of school 
hours while SEL has always been initiated during the school day. However, social-emotional 
skills are a component of the assets and outcomes sought through PYD programs and initiatives. 
This suggests that SEL can be taught in other arenas. The foundation of SEL is built on 
knowledge from emotional intelligence and developmental psychology (Humphrey, 2013). 
Furthermore, the process of acquiring SEL skills is accomplished through social interactions. 
Youth engage with individuals (peers and adults) through multiple opportunities outside the 
school hours. These instances may include community engagement (neighbors or family) as well 
as youth programs like afterschool, enrichment, mentoring, or summer camps. Each of these 
community and programmatic opportunities provide the setting where youth might learn social 
and emotional skills through their engagement with peers or adults. 
 Durlak et al. (2010) hypothesized afterschool programs could positively impact youth 
SEL skills through their targeted approach toward improving their overall social skills. These 
researchers conducted a meta-analysis of afterschool program studies to understand the 
effectiveness of social and personal skill development in this setting. This analysis found 
programs had a positive impact on these skills when following SAFE (sequenced, active, 
focused, and explicit) procedures. Particularly, the greatest improvement was noticed for self-
concept, school bonding, and prosocial behaviors (Durlak et al., 2010). A significant challenge 
with examining SEL skill acquisition in an afterschool setting is the lack of opportunity for a true 
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comparison group and variance in dosage levels. Youth that do not attend an afterschool program 
may not attend any program, which does not provide a similar enough environment to conduct 
comparison research for SEL skill development. Afterschool programs are offered by a wide 
range of organizations leading to significant variance in available activities and hours of 
operation. To account for these challenges, Durlak et al. (2010) recommended future studies 
should focus on examining the staff’s attention to “skill development and use of active learning 
techniques instead of viewing these practices as all-or-none phenomenon” (p. 305). The 
afterschool staff may have a particular view of their role with teaching social, emotional, or 
activity-based skills. Pollock (2014) found these staff members distinguished their role for 
teaching various skills from that of the teachers’ or youth’s parents. Teaching life skills was very 
important, as they “recognized that such social-emotional skills are distinct from yet linked to 
children’s academic functioning, and demonstrated a nuanced understanding of how to handle 
social and emotional ‘teaching moments’ even though most lack any formal training in this area” 
(Pollock, 2014, p. 104). This study found most staff members believed that modeling the 
appropriate behaviors compared to simply instructing youth was more beneficial for enhancing 
their social and emotional competence. Wade (2015) found youth do not receive greater benefits 
merely by attending an afterschool program. This longitudinal study found “a negative 
relationship with an after-school caregiver seems to actually put children at greater risk for 
behavior problems than would be expected if they did not attend an after-school program” (p. 
76). This study suggested youth might learn from the individuals they engage with during out of 
school time programs and these lessons might result in positive or negative outcomes. 
 The process of studying social-emotional learning over the past 20 years has produced a 
wealth of knowledge for understanding what skills youth may learn in conjunction with their 
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academic work. The recent studies demonstrating conflicting results due to potential 
implementation or evaluation procedures suggest other contexts of learning should be included to 
understand how youth learn SEL skills throughout their developmental experience. Youth learn 
in multiple arenas and a summer residential camp experience is one context that has received 
little consideration for the acquisition of this skill set. 
Social-Emotional Learning at Camp 
 Camp has already been described as a distinct environment for youth learning due to 
living communally with individuals different from one’s family and friends at home in a natural 
setting and under a recreational focus (ACA, 2006). Zins and Elias (2006) suggested 
“introducing a specific SEL curriculum may be difficult in some schools, but using SEL 
principles to guide school discipline and behavior management practices may be less intrusive to 
organizational routines and resources. The goal is to infuse SEL into ongoing activities and 
program delivery systems in schools and communities to make the intervention sustainable” (p. 
9). This perspective runs contrary to studies that found that highly structured programs produced 
the greatest results (Durlak et al., 2011; Weissberg & O’Brien, 2004). However, other 
researchers have indicated that these static programs miss opportunities for actual practice during 
teachable moments (Jones & Bouffard, 2012). The process of youth learning suggests that a 
combination of experiences may be the best approach for teaching SEL. Youth that participate in 
formal SEL programs in school could have opportunities for practicing those skills in a summer 
camps setting (Allen et al., 2011).  
 Researchers have examined the acquisition of social skills in a summer camp setting 
(Bialeschki & Sibthorp, 2011) but only a few studies have included the outcome of emotional 
development. Henderson (2012) suggested, “emotional safety is an important but somewhat 
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illusive concept to define…not easy to score but in the past few years much more has been 
written about bullying in many contexts including camps” (p. 1). This quote indicates the general 
difficulty with examining emotion-oriented issues and the challenges that may be greater in a 
summer camp environment due to different programmatic, social, and physical structures 
compared to a school setting. Nonetheless, some research has begun to explore segments of 
emotional intelligence and skills in a camp setting.  
 Carruthers (2013) examined the relationship between youth participation in summer 
residential camp with social capital and emotional intelligence. This study found that social 
capital grew throughout the campers’ experience due to their ability to “bond with others, 
increase their independence, and construct relationships” (p. 36), which may be unique to the 
communal setting of summer residential camps. Emotional intelligence was found to increase 
throughout camp, especially in the areas of perception, managing personal emotions, and 
managing the emotions of others. Ee and Ong (2014) examined SEL competencies of 
adolescents participating in a special SEL designed camp in Singapore. Schoolteachers and 
volunteers led various activities, and the adolescents wrote journal entries describing their 
experiences throughout the two-day program. A pre-post survey was administered and the results 
indicated growth in all five SEL competencies. The teachers’ observations indicated growth in 
all areas except relationship management but the campers perceived growth (as indicated in the 
journal entries) in self-awareness, relationship management, and self-management. This program 
only lasted two days, which may indicate the campers responded to the journal and survey 
questions in a socially desirable manner. Conversely, if these campers began with low scores, the 
intentional design of this program could demonstrate a positive impact on their camp scores. 
This study appears to be the only examination of the five SEL competencies in a camp context to 
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date. There is a need to gain further understanding of a camp’s impact on youth SEL, as there is 
little data for SEL acquisition during out of school programs and even less in camp programs.  
Role of the Camp Counselor 
 Camp counselors may be viewed as an important non-parental adult for the youth 
attending a camp program (Bowers et al., 2014). These youth are living away from home, family, 
and friends and may look to the counselor to fulfill various roles including caregiver, teacher, 
friend, and/or confidante. The counselors’ influence on youth learning has been studied primarily 
as it relates to the acquisition of social skills, but rarely has campers’ emotional skill 
development been explored. Social Learning Theory indicates learning occurs through social 
interactions as well as through the observation of interactions from afar (Bandura, 1978). The 
counselors and campers engage with one another regularly throughout the camping program. 
Counselors are responsible for the well-being of small groups of campers, which includes living 
with them in cabins or tents. The counselors also lead instructional activities like boating, ropes 
course, sports, or arts and crafts. Youth are likely to learn activity-based skills from the 
counselors in this setting, such as shooting a bow and arrow or proper techniques for paddling a 
canoe. There is less information known regarding the potential influence of the counselors’ 
behaviors on the youth’s social or emotional skill development. 
 Previous studies have provided inconclusive results when comparing staffing to the 
personal and social outcomes of campers (Chenery, 1981; Myers, 1986). Roark, Ellis, Wells, and 
Gillard (2010) indicated research linking camp counselor influence to camper outcomes may be 
difficult due to campers’ interaction with multiple counselors throughout their experience. This 
arrangement may provide a good opportunity to engage with a variety of individuals, but it’s also 
challenging to ascertain the impactful relationships on certain outcomes. This situation can be 
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overcome when campers are involved in the study by providing their personal accounts. Riley 
(2013) incorporated campers’ ratings of staff into the study to understand how the counselors 
provided emotional support, social context structure, and autonomy support. This study found 
when youth believed their counselors were more emotionally supportive their perceptions of self-
control improved regardless of their demographic background or previous camp participation. 
Furthermore, the results indicated only staff emotional support correlated with perceived youth 
outcomes, as program structure and autonomy support did not produce a significant relationship. 
This study demonstrates what perceived outcomes were experienced, but does not provide an 
understanding of the process leading to such outcomes. 
 Many camps provide staff training at the beginning of the season to prepare the 
counselors for their upcoming duties and responsibilities. Some studies have utilized that 
situation to provide counselors with SEL skills to incorporate into their instructional and 
interactional techniques with the campers. Browne (2011) implemented components of the 
Caring Schools Community (Battistich, Solomon, Watson, & Schaps, 1997) SEL program in a 
quasi-experimental design with two summer day camp programs; a third camp was used as a 
comparison site. The treatments were administered to the counselors during a staff training 
segment with two camps each receiving different treatment topics. Counselors were trained to 
use special activity cards adapted for a camp setting in addition to receiving either training in the 
ethics of care or training for using additional caring activities. The camper-counselor interactions 
and campers’ interactions with the entire site were measured at the conclusion. The study 
produced non-significant findings with a downward trend for connectedness and no result for 
caring. Browne (2011) believed inconsistent staff implementation and group composition 
challenges contributed to the non-significant findings. Follow-up interviews revealed the staff 
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burnout rate was high at one camp whereas another site enjoyed great staff chemistry throughout 
the summer. Schaumleffel and Backlund (2009) also speculated that inconsistent staff 
implementation and decline of enthusiasm may have led to the non-significant findings in their 
study on transfer of knowledge between counselors and campers. These studies suggest the 
counselors may have a strong role when considering what and how youth learn in a summer 
camp context. However, further research needs to be conducted to confirm these tentative 
conclusions. 
Summary 
 Social-emotional learning has been extensively studied in a school context. However, 
these studies primarily describe what has been learned and not the process through which the 
learning has occurred. The five SEL competencies of self-awareness, self-management, social 
awareness, relationship skills, and responsible decision-making can be considered more trait-
related than state-related outcomes. Therefore, SEL skills may be acquired over a period of time 
and through multiple learning sources, which suggests assessments may need to be adapted to 
account for the dynamic learning process. Schools will continue to teach this skill set, but other 
youth-oriented organizations and programs may contribute to the learning or enhancement of 
these skills. Additional research exploring and examining youth SEL is important to garner a 
broader understanding of the learning process necessary for the acquisition of these important 
skills.  
 Previous outcome research has indicated camp experiences contribute to positive growth 
in personal and social outcomes. Studies have suggested longer durations and intentional 
program design have contributed to these findings. Many summer residential camps provide 
programs for shorter durations, such as five to seven days, in addition to providing a general 
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camp program without a specific activity goal. Furthermore, camp studies utilizing quantitative 
methods to connect counselor influence to camper outcomes have provided inconsistent results, 
although several studies suggested the counselors’ role may be significant to the campers’ 
experience and their overall learning. This combination of lack of SEL context-specific research, 
lack of knowledge regarding counselor influence, short-term camps, and general camp 
programming suggests the need for additional research to understand the impact on youth social-
emotional learning in a non-academic setting. Therefore the purpose of this study was to explore 
how camp counselors “teach” social-emotional learning through their knowledge and actions 
when interacting with the campers, and the campers’ perceptions of the counselors’ SEL-related 
behaviors during these interactions. 
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CHAPTER 3 
RESEARCH METHODS 
 Researchers have used quantitative methods to examine the outcomes that have resulted 
among youth attending summer camps. Researchers have investigated this topic on a macro level 
and identified key areas of growth and development that occur as a result of engaging in a 
summer camp program (ACA, 2006; Thurber et al., 2006). The quantitative methods used to 
measure SEL and youth developmental growth at camp have contributed a wealth of 
information, yet the information regarding how these transformations occurred has been sparse. 
Further, the context of summer residential camp has not been examined in depth to elucidate how 
these experiences may be perceived by the millions of youth who participate in these summer 
recreational camp programs annually. The study of SEL within a camp setting has been rarely 
examined, as has a major contributor to SEL outcomes - the counselor-camper relationship. 
Therefore, an in-depth exploration of camp counselors’ awareness and demonstration of SEL and 
the campers’ perceptions of the counselors’ SEL behaviors during their interactions was 
warranted and provided the impetus for this study. 
Qualitative Approach 
 Qualitative research employs different approaches for studying behavior and inferring 
meaning compared to quantitative measures, as the emphasis is placed on understanding the 
experiences and their meanings to the individual through rich descriptions (Creswell, 2014). A 
qualitative approach for this study enabled the researcher to explore and gain a deeper 
understanding of the SEL learning outcomes from the perspective of the camp counselor-camper 
relationship. A phenomenological approach, an important type of qualitative inquiry, was 
employed to address the purpose of this study.  
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Phenomenological Approaches to Research 
 The phenomenological approach has been used in various disciplines to guide both 
naturalistic and qualitative inquiries (Gallagher, 2012). This approach came of age at the turn of 
the 20th century in continental Europe particularly among German philosophers. Edmund Husserl 
is considered the founding father of phenomenology who considered it the “science of 
appearances” (Gallagher, 2012, p. 8). There are many definitions of phenomenology, which 
appear to be influenced by the individual’s interpretation and/or use of the approach for their 
purposes. Nonetheless, phenomenology generally focuses on studying a particular phenomenon 
that has been experienced by an individual or group. Stewart and Mickunas (1990) suggested, 
“phenomenology is indeed a reasoned inquiry that which discovers the inherent essences of 
appearances…an appearance is anything of which one is conscious” (Robbins, 2006, p. 2). The 
essences referenced here speak to the meanings, categories, ideal types, and laws an individual 
attributes to their experience of the phenomenon. Thus, phenomenology has been used to explore 
and understand the meanings behind rare or unique situations such as the experience of being a 
caregiver (Sabat, 2009) or experiencing homesickness at camp (Thurber, 1999). These 
phenomena are unlike the everyday lived experiences of most individuals, which necessitate a 
distinctive approach to understand their contextual influence and meaning.  
 The phenomenological approach lends itself to an Interpretivist perspective as well. An 
Interpretivist believes action and meaning are unique to the situation in which they occur 
(Schwandt, 2007). Researchers may ask questions such as “What is happening here? What do 
these happenings mean to the people engaged in the situation?” to gain a deeper understanding of 
the participants’ experience, feelings, as well as their personal understanding of the situation. 
This in-depth information is primarily gathered through conversation; thus participant interviews 
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provide a useful tool for illuminating their perspectives. Throughout the process, the researcher 
maintains an objective role, as the purpose is to understand the participant’s perspective not to 
infer meaning. The participants’ perspectives speak for themselves. However, Schwandt (2000) 
suggested the researcher must interpret participants’ behaviors or responses in some fashion in 
order to recognize these elements in the moment. 
 The phenomenon examined in this study centered on the campers’ perceptions of their 
counselors’ demonstration of social-emotional skills in a traditional summer residential camp 
program. The camp setting presented a distinct context that yielded narrative of the highly 
subjective counselor-camper experiences from the study participants. Phenomenology allowed 
the study to remain focused on the personal experiences and perceptions of the counselors and 
campers. The study involved gathering impressions and information prior to, during, and after 
the counselor-camper interactions, which provided rich descriptions as those relationships 
developed. Furthermore, the role youth fulfill in this study closely aligns with the positive youth 
development perspective that youth are agents in their own development, as their voice and 
experience will be highly valued (Eccles & Gootman, 2002). For these reasons, a 
phenomenological approach was adopted for this study.  
Setting for the Study 
 The selected site for this study was Camp Greenleaf, which was located in a rural 
Midwestern community. The camp property was situated within a large public park 
approximately 10 minutes outside of the town. The camp provided a traditional overnight camp 
experience to boys and girls by offering a variety of activities including fishing, canoeing, 
swimming, arts and crafts, and more. Four five-day sessions are offered annually to youth ages 8 
to 16 during June and July.  
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 Camp Greenleaf was selected for this study due to the traditional program design of the 
camp sessions in addition to the co-ed youth population. The researcher previously provided 
consultation services for the organization overseeing the operations of Camp Greenleaf. This 
consultation work involved conducting as assessment of summer residential camp programs. 
Camp Site Culture 
Each camp operates under a philosophy or set of beliefs. This situation is similar to many 
non-profit organizations, which the camp’s philosophy is often intertwined throughout the 
operations. Prior to entering the field, the camp director and I discussed several operational 
components in-depth such as the daily schedule, staff, and activities. However, I quickly 
recognized much of this information was misinterpreted by me, particularly the camp 
philosophy, structure, and staff responsibilities. This misinterpretation may have been beneficial, 
as I then spent considerable time and effort learning the culture of this specific camp program in 
order to conduct more accurate observations.  
 The concept of camp culture was questioned on the first full day of camp. The absence of 
camp administrators and limited interaction between campers and counselors during activities 
was perplexing compared to my prior experiences with numerous other camps. Initially, I 
wondered if this situation was related to that particular day, but these practices did not change as 
the program progressed. On three distinct occasions, a counselor, staff member, or administrator 
referred to the unique “culture” of the camp. This term suggested something distinct might be 
occurring and I sought to gain a deeper understanding of the camp’s culture throughout the 
study.  
 This camp’s culture ultimately derived from the camp director’s perspective about the 
purpose of summer residential camps. The camp director believed the program should be built 
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around the counselors, as they were the individuals responsible for creating an exciting 
experience for the campers. Most importantly, the counselors and staff were regarded as the 
reason the campers continually attended this camp. The loose camp structure also stemmed from 
the belief that a camp program should not be overly structured. Rather, youth should have 
substantial freedom to choose their activity participation during the majority of the day. The 
counselors and staff members were given considerable freedom to plan and implement activities 
they believed would be most enjoyable for the campers. The camp administrators operated in a 
secondary, supportive role the majority of time unless an immediate need was present. They 
primarily supported and worked with the staff and activity coordinators responsible for the 
planning and direction of the camp program activities. The administrators never ate meals with 
the camp, however, they frequently visited with campers and staff during the evening activities. 
During the third and fourth week of camp, the administrators were observed engaging with 
campers, counselors, and staff during the regularly scheduled activities, whereas these 
interactions were only observed with the advanced coordinators during the initial camp sessions. 
 There is a second component that contributed to the distinct culture of this camp. Every 
counselor and staff member, with the exception of three individuals, attended this program when 
they were younger. Moreover, many individuals had been engaged with the program for 8-10 
years, and several served as a counselor-in-training (CIT) prior to employment. The counselors 
and staff members regularly spoke of the fun they experienced as a camper and hoped the current 
campers would have similar experiences. However, the counselors and staff appeared to believe 
this great experience would occur only with limited intervention. These statements and the 
limited counselor-camper interactions during activity periods made me question if these adults 
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truly set aside their interest in creating their own camp memories or if peer interactions remained 
a high priority. This question was never answered. 
 The third and final component leading to the distinct culture of this camp pertained to the 
free choice these campers experienced in the program. The daily schedule of activities provided 
approximately five hours of unstructured, free choice time. Four hours were dedicated to the 
activity periods where campers freely moved between six activity areas at their leisure. Campers 
were not required to sign up or inform counselors when and where they wanted to participate, 
thus the campers possessed a high level of freedom. In each activity area, the counselors and 
staff primarily provided equipment or materials for the activity. The Rec area appeared to have 
the greatest frequency of counselor-camper interactions compared to the other areas. The 
counselors and staff regularly participated in the games or sports, and limited instructions were 
given to campers by the individuals working in the waterfront, outdoor ed, or arts and crafts 
areas. Periodic interaction occurred in these areas, such as short conversations or answering 
questions about the projects or games. However, the design for this “free choice” structure may 
have contributed to the limited counselor-camper interactions and high frequency of campers’ 
peer interactions. 
 The time dedicated to understanding the philosophy and culture of this camp program 
was worth the challenge. A lack of understanding would have been a disservice to the study and 
the camp had my initial perspective been maintained and had I not sought a broader awareness. 
Since the schedule and structure were different from my previous experiences, I would not have 
been able to provide an accurate picture and interpretation during the observational periods of the 
counselors. Furthermore, I needed to understand the philosophy and culture in order to be open 
to the campers’ interview responses. Additionally, this understanding was necessary for creating 
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an openness to the actions occurring during observations and it limited researcher bias due to 
misinterpretation. As a qualitative researcher, it is important to be open to these experiences, the 
participants’ viewpoints, and what is happening in those moments, yet to also recognize the 
historical influences. 
A Typical Camp Day 
 The camp day was divided into several program periods and followed this basic format. 
7:30am Wake-up 
8:00-8:30am Breakfast 
8:30-8:45am Flag Raising 
8:45-9:45am Club Time 
9:45-10:00am Cabin Time 
10:00am-12:00pm Activity Period #1 
12:00-12:15pm Cabin Time 
12:15-1:00pm Lunch 
1:00-1:45pm Boots Off (Rest Hour) 
1:45-2:45pm Cabin Group Activity 
3:00-5:00pm Activity Period #2 
5:00-5:30pm Free Time 
5:30-6:00pm Cabin Time 
6:00-6:45pm Dinner 
6:45-7:00pm Flag Lowering 
7:00-8:45pm Unit Games 
8:45-9:00pm Cabin Time 
9:00-10:15pm Evening All Camp Activity 
10:15-11:00pm Return to Cabins/Bedtime 
 
Program Period Definitions 
Flag raising: This program occurred after breakfast and the American flag, State of Illinois flag, 
and 4-H flag were raised each day. Campers and counselors encircled the flag pole. Counselors 
typically stood behind the campers.  
Club time: For one-hour on mornings of day 2-5, special clubs were led by the counselors. The 
club interest varied (e.g., Spanish, Allerton Park, Under the Sea, teams course). There were 
approximately 10 to 12 clubs and campers signed up on the first day for their club. The campers 
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were not allowed to change there club selection, which was the only activity with this 
arrangement. 
Activity periods: Two activity periods were offered days 2, 3, and 4. All five activity areas (arts 
and crafts, outdoor education, recreation, waterfront, creation station, and rock wall) were open 
during the morning session, with rock wall closed in the afternoon session. Campers freely 
moved between these activities at their leisure. One staff coordinator and several counselors were 
assigned to these areas for the duration of the summer. 
Cabin time: This was a 15-minute period when campers reported to their cabin and counselor. 
There are four cabin times per day on days 2 - 4 and twice on drop off/pick up days. 
Cabin group activity: This activity occurred in the afternoon each day except for the pick up day. 
For one hour, each cabin participated in a collective activity. Multiple cabins participated 
together in the activity. Cabin groups selected their top three choices from a list of group activity 
options (ex: hayrack ride, rock wall, extra cabin time, AC hour, boating, swimming, etc.) during 
breakfast. These activities were led by the activity area coordinators. 
Boots off: One hour immediately following lunch was a rest period for everyone at their cabins. 
Campers and counselors were encouraged to nap, read a book, listen to music, or generally hang 
out. Depending on the counselor, the older campers were allowed to play games or sunbath 
outside their cabins. Many groups sat at the tables in the breezeway between cabins and talked. 
This was a general quiet time around the camp. 
Free time: At the conclusion of activity period #2, there was an additional 30 minutes of free 
time when campers were allowed in their cabins or could continue playing games at the 
Recreation activity area. 
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Flag lowering: This occurred each evening after dinner. All three flags were lowered and 
properly folded. Campers and counselors encircled the flag pole. Once the American flag was 
folded, the entire camp sang Taps.  
Unit Games: On the evenings of day 2 and 3, the campers and counselors participated in physical 
games with their unit teams. The unit teams were mixed gender and ages with three counselors. 
Points were awarded for each game and the winning team was announced on the final camp day. 
Evening Programs: All campers and counselors participated in the late evening activity. These 
activities included a large camp fire with staff skit, camper talent show, and dance with 
candlelight ceremony. 
Dance: The dance was held on day 4 in the Recreation pavilion. Some male campers 
wore shirts and ties while some female campers wore dresses and fixed their hair and 
make-up. Generally, campers wore t-shirts and shorts, but the counselors and staff 
dressed up for a theme (tacky tourist, decades, patriotism, girls versus boys). A variety of 
music was played, but most songs had a faster beat. The counselors led 6 to 8 dances, 
from the stage, which encouraged the campers and counselors to participate in the 
dancing. 
Candlelight Ceremony: After the dance, campers returned to their cabin to change clothes 
and apply bug spray then returned to the Recreation pavilion with their group. Each cabin 
group walked silently, in the dark, from the pavilion to a garden beyond the camp 
entrance. The walk took approximately 5 minutes. Everyone entered a candlelit garden 
while staff members played guitars. Staff members shared their wishes for the campers 
and then they lit the counselors’ candles as each cabin group shared their favorite 
memory from the week. The counselor lit their campers’ candles, which created a sea of 
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flickering candlelight throughout the darkened garden. This was a solemn ceremony and 
shaky voices and sniffling was heard during each ceremony. 
Participants 
 The participants of this study consisted of the camp counselors and youth attending the 
program. The youth attending this camp ranged in age from 8 to 16 years, however only campers 
between the ages of 10 and 12 years participated in this study. Erikson and others (Piaget and 
Vygotsky) have viewed this developmental stage of Late Childhood as a time when youth begin 
actively exploring other social systems beyond their home (Eccles, 1999). This exploration 
allows youth to gain a sense of industry as well as learn key social and cooperative skills that are 
essential for working with their peers and other adults (Erikson, 1968). Therefore, summer 
residential camps present a potentially fruitful opportunity for this age group to gain these 
experiences through their engagement with the camp counselors. The researcher sought to 
engage campers from each cabin, with whom their parent’s permission was granted, to 
understand the shared meaning of their interactional experience. 
 The camp counselors who were assigned to directly work and live with these campers 
were a significant focus for this study. These staff members had the most direct interaction with 
these campers through both structured (e.g., planned programs) and informal activities (e.g., rest 
periods). Additionally, the cabin counselors were the primary caregivers for the campers and 
they were responsible for building a trusting and positive rapport with them. This relationship 
served as the focal point for examining the counselors’ SEL interactions with the campers.  
 Some research has indicated female and male youth respond differently to SEL 
interventions. Barr and Higgins-D’Alessandro (2007) found that some female students 
demonstrated a greater ability to reflect upon their behaviors compared to male students. The 
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nature of this study intended to elucidate the potential learning opportunities between the 
counselor and camper, thus close observation of counselor interactions was important. The 
researcher elected to gather data only from female participants to provide a richer narrative on 
the influence of the relationship and interactions based on Barr and Higgins-D’Alessandro’s 
research. Furthermore, the researcher was afforded greater access to cabin groups due to shared 
gender roles. 
Selection of Participants 
 All study participants were recruited at the beginning of the camp program. The 
researcher arrived on-site during the pre-camp staff training. A camp administrator identified the 
female counselors that met the criteria for participation of a minimum age 18, one-year prior 
counselor experience, and assigned to female cabin groups aged 10 to 12 years. The researcher 
spoke with seven counselors on the final training day to explain the study in greater detail. Four 
counselors agreed to participate and signed the consent forms.  
Campers were recruited throughout the program. Each week the researcher met with the 
campers’ parents assigned to the participating counselor’s cabin group.  During the check-in 
process, a picnic table was placed approximately 10 yards from the cabin and the counselor 
directed the parents to a station to discuss the study and their child’s participation with the 
researcher. Each cabin group consisted of 8 campers and all campers within the selected weekly 
cabin group were initially invited to participate. Out of the 28 campers assigned to these 
counselors, a total of 22 campers’ parents consented to their daughter’s participation in the study. 
Six campers were dropped off by relatives or family friends and the researcher contacted these 
parents via email. One parent gave permission via email but did not return the consent form. This 
camper was removed from the eligible participant list. Five campers’ parents did not respond to 
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the researcher’s email invitation and their names were also removed from the eligible participant 
list. Three campers were above the age limit for the study and one camper that did not wish to 
participate, and their names were similarly deleted from the eligibility listing. A total of 18 
campers were eligible to participate, and twelve campers, three per week, were randomly 
selected and engaged in the interviews. (Each eligible camper’s name was written on a piece of 
paper then folded and placed in a cup. The researcher shook the cup and pulled out three names 
at random.) One counselor was observed each week and the campers selected for the interview 
were assigned to that counselor’s cabin group that week. The researcher confirmed the camper’s 
willingness to participate in the interview during the morning breakfast on the final day of camp 
and all campers agreed to participate. The campers signed consent forms prior to their interview.  
Study Participants 
Counselors 
Janet was an 18-year old, White, female camp counselor that will be a freshman attending 
college at a mid-size Midwestern university where she will have a fine arts major. This is Janet’s 
second summer as a paid camp counselor. Janet attended this camp as a youth for approximately 
8 years. She also had attended another specialty residential camp as a youth that was unaffiliated 
with this camp. She is stationed in the outdoor education activity area.  
Michelle was an 18-year old, White, female camp counselor that will be a freshman 
attending a large Midwestern university where she will have a science major. This is Michelle’s 
third summer working as a paid camp counselor. Michelle attended this camp as a youth and 
teen. She also attended other summer camps during her childhood. She is stationed in the arts 
and crafts activity area. Michelle missed staff training. 
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Holly was an 18-year old, White, female camp counselor that will be a freshman 
attending a mid-size Midwestern university where she will have a fine arts major. This is Holly’s 
second summer as a paid camp counselor. She previously volunteered for one summer as a camp 
counselor before becoming an employee. Holly was a camper for six years at this camp. Her 
family has been very involved with this camp as well. Holly is stationed in the arts and crafts 
activity area. She appears to be very artistic. 
Maria was an 18-year old, White, female camp counselor that will be a freshman 
attending a mid-size Midwestern university where she will have a science major. This is Maria’s 
second summer as a paid camp counselor. She previously volunteered for one summer prior to 
her employment. Maria attended this camp as a youth for approximately 6 years. Maria described 
her enjoyment for spending time outdoors going canoeing, hiking, and camping as well as a 
strong interest for the arts as well. She is stationed in the arts and crafts activity area. Maria 
worked in this area as a volunteer and was assigned to this area as a camp counselor. 
Campers 
Kate was 12 years old, appeared to be White, non-Hispanic and has attended camp for 3 
years. She was assigned to Holly’s cabin. Kate demonstrated a happy disposition and answered 
the questions with enthusiasm. Kate smiled each time she described Holly’s interactions or 
demeanor. 
Jane was 12 years old, appeared to be White, non-Hispanic and has attended camp for 3 
years. She was assigned to Holly’s cabin. Jane demonstrated a happy disposition and answered 
the questions calmly. 
Jenny was 12 years old, appeared to be White, non-Hispanic and has attended camp for 2 
years. She was assigned to Holly’s cabin. Jenny experienced some difficulty with providing 
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information during the interview and demonstrated slight agitation when pressed to think deeper 
about her answers.  
Laney was 12 years old, appeared to be White, non-Hispanic and has attended camp for 2 
years. She was assigned to Michelle’s cabin. Laney presented a happy disposition during the 
interview but demonstrated some nervousness, as she frequently shifted in her seat. 
Carmen was 12 years old, appeared to be White, non-Hispanic and has attended camp for 
2 years. She was assigned to Michelle’s cabin. Carmen and May sought out the researcher to 
conduct their interview. Carmen was very forthright with information during the interview, she 
offered a lot of details without much prodding. 
May was 11 years old, appeared to be White, non-Hispanic and is attending this camp for 
the first time. She was assigned to Michelle’s cabin. May and Carmen searched me out to 
conduct their interview. I had an extra encounter with May and observed that she is well spoken 
and considerate of others. As I walked over to contact May for the interview, she walked toward 
me with a fellow camper who was hit in the face with a ball and required attention. I helped the 
two campers get an ice pack and asked May to return to our interview location after walking her 
friend back to the activity area. She returned a few minutes later ready for the interview. 
Helen was 11 years old, appeared to be White, non-Hispanic and has attended this camp 
for 2 years. She was assigned to Janet’s cabin. Helen was fairly quiet during the interview. 
Evelyn was 12 years old, appeared to be White, non-Hispanic and has attended this camp 
for 2 years. She was assigned to Janet’s cabin. Evelyn was really happy and smiling throughout 
the interview. She was well-spoken. 
  
56 
Ava was 11 years old, appeared to be White, non-Hispanic and has attended this camp for 
3 years. She was assigned to Janet’s cabin. Ava appeared to be very nervous and was quiet 
throughout the interview. She provided very short answers. 
Natalie was 11 years old, appeared to be White, non-Hispanic with this being her first 
summer at this camp. She was assigned to Maria’s cabin. Her interview took much longer than 
the others due to the noise outside the dining hall from a worker using a leaf blower. We moved 
around the dining hall to find a good spot before completing the interview. Natalie was always 
observed with her cousin who resided in the same cabin. The cousin had previously attended this 
camp, but was too old to participate in this study. 
Kelly was 12 years old, appeared to be White, non-Hispanic and has attended this camp 
for 5 years. She was assigned to Maria’s cabin. Kelly became emotional at the end of the 
interview when divulging the counselors had made a “big difference in her life”; there were tears 
in her eyes as she spoke. Kelly was always seen with the same four girls from her cabin 
throughout the week. When asked if there was anything else to share, she described the 
difference the counselors made in her life and tears formed in her eyes when she spoke. This 
camper was very nervous throughout the interview, she kept ringing her hands and shifting in her 
seat. Kelly and Ruby were friends outside of camp and Kelly insisted Ruby try this camp. This 
information was revealed during the interview. 
Ruby was 12 years old, appeared to be White, non-Hispanic with this being her first 
summer at this camp. She was assigned to Maria’s cabin. Ruby’s family immigrated to the U.S. 
from another country during her youth. Ruby was friends with Kelly at camp as well as at home. 
Kelly recruited Ruby to attend this camp. Ruby was very fidgety during the interview.  
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Methods of Data Collection 
 Two methods of data collection were utilized for this study: semi-structured interviews 
and observations. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with both the camp counselors and 
campers. The observations were used to gather information about how the camp counselors 
interacted with the campers.  
 The interviews were conducted using a semi-structured protocol that allowed the 
informant to respond openly to the questions and the interviewer to adapt to their responses 
(Creswell, 2014). The interview questions were designed to inquire about key areas of interest 
identified for the camp counselors and campers. By following a phenomenological approach, the 
use of semi-structured interviews provided the narratives from which the counselors’ and 
campers’ perceptions were understood. These narratives were best obtained through the 
conversational design of semi-structured interviews versus a more structured interview approach 
without any opportunity for additional probing of information. The researcher took interview 
notes in addition to an audio recording of interviews (with permission). All interviews were 
conducted face-to-face and occurred on-site. 
 Observations of participants served as a second source for gathering information from the 
camp counselors. Creswell (2014) identified four variations of the observer’s role: complete 
participant, observer as participant, participant as observer, and complete observer. These four 
variations indicate the researcher’s level of involvement or engagement with the participants, 
ranging from completely abstaining from interaction to the researcher’s complete immersion 
with the informants. The complete observer role was primarily adopted for this study. The 
researcher engaged in a limited number of activities, as this was the only option for conducting 
an observation in some cases. For example, the researcher rode on the hayrack ride with two 
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cabin groups and wrote minimal notes on the ride due to the proximity of campers. The camp 
counselors and campers were made aware of the researcher’s presence and purpose for being on-
site, but the researcher limited her engagement with the participants during the observations. 
This arrangement allowed the researcher to observe the camp counselors’ interactions with the 
campers within a close proximity to gather both visual and verbal data. These observations 
required the researcher’s full attention, which might have been inhibited by fully participating in 
the activities. The researcher was on-site throughout the study to reduce the perception of a 
“stranger” observing from a distance that some participants could have experienced. The 
researcher interacted with the campers and counselors during non-observational periods in order 
to build rapport with these individuals and establish a normal, consistent presence on-site. The 
researcher primarily hand wrote observational notes, but periodically used a hand held audio 
recorder to record observations when note taking was not possible. For example, the audio 
recorder was used during evening programs held after dark. The researcher attempted to remain 
consistently focused yet discreet during this process by standing away from the group while 
dictating comments. These different approaches were meant to draw out more naturalistic 
behaviors of the camp counselors without them feeling self-conscious in the presence of the 
researcher. 
Counselor-Camper Interactions 
 The purpose of this study was to examine the interactions between the camp counselors 
and campers regarding social-emotional learning. The campers attended a five-day summer 
residential camp where they were engaged in a multitude of activities with their peers and other 
counselors. While this immersion experience was all encompassing due to being away from 
home, the campers’ reaction to this environment and people was unknown. Further, the potential 
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life lessons or skills they gained may have varied. One area of interest for this study was the 
campers’ recognition and perceptions of the camp counselors’ SEL-related behaviors during 
their interactions. Social Learning Theory suggests individuals learn through interacting with and 
observing others (Bandura, 1977). The probability that the campers experienced a major change 
in their SEL skills was not likely to be directly observable, however they may still have the 
ability to recognize the positive and supportive SEL-related behaviors of the counselors closest 
to them. The interviews illuminated how campers recognized and perceived their camp 
counselors’ SEL skills and how their own SEL behavior was influenced from these direct 
interactions or indirect observations. The possibility that campers did not recognize their 
counselors’ behaviors must be acknowledged in this study. The campers were similarly aged, 
however this does not guarantee their awareness and ability to interpret various adult behaviors. 
In addition, the campers may not be aware due to their focused activity involvement. 
Interviews with the Campers  
 An interview was conducted with each camper prior to their departure. Humphrey (2013) 
indicated SEL research has begun to obtain the first-hand experience of youth engaged in SEL 
programs as compared to simply measuring their progress. This method also supported the 
positive youth development perspective that youth and adolescents should be agents in their own 
development (Eccles & Gootman, 2002). The campers were asked questions regarding their 
recognition and perception of their camp counselor’s behaviors emanating from the five core 
competencies of SEL (see Appendix A). Their opinions and perceptions of the messages and 
“lessons” they have received was also be elicited to explore the impact of the counselor-camper 
interactions. 
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 The campers’ interviews were conducted in the dining hall on the camp property during 
the activity period on the final day of camp. This location was selected as the space provided 
both visible access for other adults and the ability to have private conversations with limited 
interruptions. A standard procedure required for American Camp Association Accredited camps 
is to limit the private interactions that occur between one adult and one youth. The dining hall 
was a large space with tables and chairs for seating over 200 individuals. Additionally, the 
kitchen staff were available in the kitchen should another adult be needed in an emergency. This 
building was also familiar to the campers, as it was situated in the center of the camp property. 
The week one interviews were conducted near the main entrance, which became too distracting 
for both the researcher and the campers. The camper interviews for the subsequent weeks were 
conducted at a table in the middle of the dining hall, within eye sight of the kitchen pass through 
window. The campers’ interviews lasted approximately 20 minutes. All interviews were audio-
recorded and transcribed verbatim. 
Interviews with the Counselors  
 Henderson et al. (2006) and others have emphasized the potential for close supportive 
relationships to be established between the camp counselors and campers. The counselors 
assigned to the cabins are believed to establish the most supportive relationships, as they are 
looked upon to serve as role models, caregivers, teachers, and friends through their position. 
Therefore, these individuals were well positioned to model prosocial and emotionally supportive 
behaviors that are elements of SEL skill development (CASEL, 2013). Before recording the 
campers’ perceptions of their counselors’ behaviors, the researcher made extensive efforts to 
understand the counselors’ level of SEL knowledge and awareness as well as the level of 
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importance they attributed to SEL during their interactions with campers. Two methods were 
used to obtain this information: semi-structured interviews and participant observations. 
 The counselors participated in a pre-camp interview on the final day of staff training. The 
interview was semi-structured with open-ended questions that allowed the counselors to provide 
their personal perspectives on social-emotional learning and their beliefs and intentions for 
incorporating the five competencies in their behaviors when interacting with the campers 
(Appendix B). The questions were designed in accordance with the five SEL competencies, 
which mirror the structure of the campers’ interview protocol. These interviews were conducted 
near the counselors’ cabins after they finished arranging their belongings and decorating. The 
counselors’ pre-camp interviews lasted between 30-45 minutes.  
The counselors also participated in a post-camp interview (Appendix C). The post-camp 
interview was added as a means for the counselor to reflect on their summer and identify any 
new factors that might have impacted their SEL perspective. These post-camp interviews were 
conducted on the final two days of the regular camp session. The counselors scheduled their 
interview for a time convenient for them with some counselors completing their interview during 
an activity period or staff break. These interviews were conducted in various locations including 
the counselor’s cabin, activity building, or dining hall. The post-camp interviews last between 15 
and 25 minutes. All interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim. 
Observations of the Counselors 
 The researcher conducted observations during the camp sessions regarding the 
counselors’ actual SEL behaviors when interacting with the campers. The observation protocol 
was designed to document the counselors’ behaviors and actions as they interacted with the 
campers. Evidence of live modeling (Bandura, 1977) SEL behaviors such as controlling one’s 
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emotions, incorporating multiple campers’ perspectives in decisions, equal treatment of campers, 
or use of positive facial expressions, physical proximity to campers, eye contact, speaking at the 
campers’ developmental level, and the use of positive and encouraging language are examples of 
social and emotional behaviors (Appendix D). This list of behaviors derives from multiple 
studies where teachers’ behaviors in the classroom have been studied as they relate to their 
students’ social skill outcomes (c.f. Friedman, 2014; Luckner & Pianta, 2011; Yan, Evans, & 
Harvey, 2014). The counselor-camper interactional behaviors were noted during the 
observational periods to allow other significant elements to emerge. Field notes were used to 
record the appearance of these behaviors during formally structured activities as well as during 
informal periods of interaction between the counselor and camper. These observations took place 
during two structured activity periods and two informal, transitional periods each day during the 
four days of the camp session. Structured activities pertained to the activity periods coordinated a 
staff member, whereas informal periods included meal times, rest periods, and free time. Each 
observation lasted approximately 15-60 minutes. The unstructured activities such as cabin time 
or transition periods typically lasted 15-20 minutes whereas the structured activity observations 
lasted 30-60 minutes. The time variation related to the counselor’s presence in the space, length 
of time of actual activity, or number of observational interruptions experienced by the researcher. 
The researcher was typically interrupted when counselors, staff, or campers asked questions or 
sought to engage the research in conversations. Campers regularly asked the researcher logistical 
questions such as locating project materials. The counselors and staff conversed with the 
researcher about the study or provided background information on the camp. 
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Procedures 
 Approval for the study was obtained from the University Institutional Review Board and 
from the camp director (Appendix E). Prior to camp, the researcher contacted the camp director 
to identify the appropriate form of notification for the campers’ parents. Per the camp director’s 
suggestion, the researcher distributed and collected the signed parental consent forms during the 
drop off/registration day for each camp session. The researcher arrived at the camp during the 
staff training week and began seeking counselors to participate in the study.  Interviews with the 
participating counselors were conducted during the staff training week. Observations of the 
counselors occurred during the camp session when the campers were present. A pilot test for the 
observational data collection occurred the first day of each session to identify any challenges and 
make any necessary adaptations. The formal observations were conducted on days 2 through 4 of 
the camp session. The fifth day of the camp session was reserved for conducting the camper 
interviews before they departed for home. Data analysis was ongoing throughout the data 
collection period and continued after the researcher left the site. 
Data Analysis 
 The nature of qualitative research involves the collection of rich, descriptive narratives. 
The purpose of phenomenological research is to “reduce individual experiences with a 
phenomenon to a description of the universal essence” (Creswell, 2007, p. 58). Moustakas 
(1994) suggested data is collected from participants sharing a particular experience for the 
purpose of describing what was experienced and how its meaning was created (Creswell, 2007). 
Campbell (2011) identified four primary steps in conducting phenomenological research: 
phenomenon identification, bracketing researcher bias, sample selection and data collection, and 
data interpretation. Data collection occurred through the semi-structured interviews with the 
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camp counselors and campers as well as the observational data collected on the counselor-
camper interactions. 
 Creswell (2014) identified seven steps that comprise qualitative data analysis:  
1. Raw data transcription 
2. Data organization and analysis preparation 
3. Complete reading of data 
4. Coding 
5. Identifying descriptions and themes 
6. Interrelating themes and descriptions 
7. Interpreting the meaning of the themes and descriptions 
(p. 197) 
 
 Creswell (2014) suggested these seven steps should be employed with any qualitative 
analysis but should be supplemented by the particular method employed for the study. 
Phenomenological research entails a process of obtaining first-person accounts, re-creating the 
accounts into personal narratives, identifying themes within these narratives, then comparing the 
themes from the individual narratives to establish commonalities among the experiences 
(Churchill & Wertz, 2014). To accomplish this, the interviews were audio recorded (with 
permission) and transcribed verbatim. The phenomenological analysis followed a multi-step 
process that involved a winnowing that resulted in the identification of central themes for each 
interview then a comparison of themes across interviews (Giorgi, 1997; Hycner, 1985). Each 
transcript was thoroughly read twice, then short “meaning units” were identified and clustered 
together to form central themes for each SEL competency. The individual analysis was 
completed by contextualizing the central themes and summarizing the participant’s responses 
(Churchill & Wertz, 2014). The initial themes pertained to the five competencies of SEL and 
types of modeling behaviors related to Social Learning Theory. While these themes were the 
primary focus, the analysis was open to identifying other important aspects related to the 
counselor-camper interactions. These other aspects emerged throughout the study and were 
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included in the analysis to more fully understand what the campers and/or counselors 
experienced during these interactions. The purpose of this analytical process was to reveal the 
“universal essence” of the campers’ experiences and interactions with counselors (Creswell, 
2007, p. 58). 
Trustworthiness of Data 
 Trustworthiness refers to the quality of the investigation and its findings that make it 
noteworthy to audiences. Unlike quantitative research, qualitative research is more likely to be 
subjective, as the purpose is to interpret the meaning of shared experiences (Preissle, 2006). As a 
result, Lincoln and Guba (1986) established four criteria for ensuring the trustworthiness of a 
qualitative research study: credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability 
(Schwandt, 2007).  
 Credibility addresses the issue of the researcher providing assurances of the fit between 
the participants’ views of their experience and the researcher’s interpretation. Transferability 
refers to the researcher’s ability to transfer the understanding gained from the study and apply 
the findings to another similar situation. Dependability is focused on the inquiry process such 
that the study was conducted in a logical, traceable, and documented method. Lastly, 
confirmability is concerned with the quality of the data and that interpretations are made based 
solely on the information gathered through the study and not from outside influences. 
 The researcher employed several methods to ensure the trustworthiness of this study. 
Credibility was gained through the researcher’s “prolonged engagement” and triangulation of 
data (Lincoln & Guba, 1986 as cited in Schwandt, 2007, p. 18). The researcher was on site 
throughout the camp sessions observing both formal and informal periods of interaction between 
the counselors and campers. The researcher was on-site approximately 40 hours per week with 
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about 14 hours dedicated to formal observations. Additionally, this observational data was 
supported by the data gathered through counselor and camper interviews. Transferability was 
addressed through the collection of rich, detailed descriptions of the interactions as well as the 
counselors and campers’ narrative of their experiences. Dependability and confirmability were 
established through the inclusion of an external auditor. The auditor was familiar with the 
context being studied but was not present during the data collection process. This individual 
blindly coded 20% of the counselor and camper transcripts following the phenomenological 
procedures designed by Hycner (1985).  The researcher and auditor then discussed and compared 
their individual codes. No significant differences were identified among the two coding schemes. 
Slight differences with coding terms occurred, but the wording choices were clarified during the 
researcher and auditor discussion.  Creswell (2007) suggested a researcher should employ at least 
two validation strategies throughout the data analysis. The researcher has incorporated several 
strategies including thick, rich data descriptions, triangulation of data, prolonged engagement, 
and external auditor. These methods served as the basis for presenting findings that are worthy 
and applicable to the audiences who most would likely be interested in learning about how SEL 
might occur in a camp setting, and related interactions between the counselors and camp 
participants. 
Researcher Bias  
 The undertaking of research is often done out of a personal interest in a particular topic. 
This study derived from my personal interest about the outcomes from participating in a summer 
residential camp. I have over 15 years of experience working with summer camp and youth 
programs, and I recognize the presence of my personal bias in conducting this study. I was aware 
that I needed to resist the tendency to observe and interpret behaviors or interview responses 
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through the lens of my own experiences. I employed the process of reflexivity during this study 
to remind me to frequently reflect upon my role and influence in this research (Creswell, 2014). 
My experience and knowledge were useful when probing for more information during the 
interviews as well as recognizing the particular SEL behaviors sought in this study. However, I 
knew that my experience should not cloud the experiences of the participants or alter their 
perceptions. 
 My position as researcher was in constant negotiation throughout this qualitative study 
(Emerson, 2001). In this study, the camp counselor, staff, and administrators afforded me 
immediate rapport upon arriving on-site. These individuals appeared to regard my interest and 
prior camp experience as a welcome addition to their program. The counselors and staff 
frequently attempted to engage me as one of their own, yet there was the knowledge that this 
arrangement was not possible. Emerson (2001) refers to this position as being a “quasi-member” 
(p. 246). My strong rapport with the staff and counselors allowed broad access to conversations, 
information, and opinions from the beginning of the study. There was little time dedicated to 
gaining rapport. Rather, considerable time and thought was dedicated to negotiating the rapport 
to display neutral positions throughout any situation or discussion. 
 In phenomenological research the process of bracketing is done to separate one’s 
personal beliefs, feelings, and influencing knowledge in order to be open to understanding and 
interpreting the participants’ experiences (Moustakas, 1994). Husserl identified the first step in 
conducting phenomenological research entails thinking “of the natural attitude as a collection of 
beliefs, judgments, opinions, or theories about how things work…then the first step into the 
phenomenological attitude is to bracket these beliefs, judgments, opinions, and theories” 
(Gallagher, 2012, p. 43). This initial recognition of research bias helped situate me to be more 
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open to what the participants were saying and doing. I continually attempted to identify personal 
bias throughout the observations in order to recognize my particular perspective. 
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CHAPTER 4 
RESULTS 
The purpose of this study was to explore how camp counselors might directly and 
indirectly “teach” social-emotional skills through their behaviors and actions when interacting 
with the campers. Data was also obtained to reveal the extent to which the campers perceived 
social-emotional behaviors in the counselors’ various interactions. The findings are reported 
separately for each of the five competencies comprising Social-Emotional Learning (SEL): 
relationship skills, social awareness, self-management, self-awareness, and responsible decision-
making. An additional section describing non-SEL findings concludes this chapter. The results 
for each competency are described separately from the perspective of the campers, counselors, 
and researcher with a concluding summary. 
Relationship Skills 
The competency of relationship skills is comprised of one’s “ability to establish and 
maintain healthy and rewarding relationships with diverse individuals and groups” (CASEL, 
2013a). The counselors’ relationship skills were the focus for this competency. A counselor’s 
positive relationship skills in a camp setting would include the use of supportive language and 
equal distribution of time spent with individuals. The campers described their counselor’s 
relationships with campers and other staff members as well as their demeanor when interacting 
with these individuals. Counselors described their approaches when forming relationships as well 
as their anticipated behavior during social interactions. The researcher’s observations described 
the counselors’ actual practices.  
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Camper’s Perspectives 
The campers provided their perceptions regarding the ways their counselor might attempt 
to resolve situational issues between campers. The campers generally described their counselor 
as possessing the ability to have fun with the campers, and maintain a relaxed attitude with the 
ability to “go with the flow”. One camper described her counselor, Michelle, as not a “mean” 
counselor while Maria’s campers recalled her great sense of humor. A camper in Holly’s cabin 
described her as less restrictive, as she allowed them to throw stuffed animals around the cabin 
where other counselors would limit this behavior. These initial counselor descriptions began the 
interview with some similar themes emerging in the relationship skills section. Additionally, the 
campers responded to questions pertaining to their counselor’s behaviors with the cabin group as 
well as how they addressed conflicts between campers. Three themes emerged from this analysis 
regarding the counselors’ relationships, camper interactions, and their approach to addressing 
conflict. 
Major Theme #1: Counselors’ Relationships with Others 
The campers described their counselor’s demeanor toward other people as friendly. The 
campers indicated their counselor had a variety of relationships with both campers and other 
counselors. Some counselors were described as having similar relationships with everyone 
whereas other campers indicated their counselors had distinct relationships with certain 
individuals. 
Counselors were described as establishing similar relationships with others. Michelle’s 
campers emphasized her ability to welcome them and create strong relationships with them as 
well as help them with their own peer relationships. Carmen indicated the cabin maintained a 
close connection to each other. Both Carmen and Laney recognized Michelle’s interaction and 
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relationship with the cabin group as different from other counselors. Michelle approached the 
campers similarly during their interactions, and often participated in activities with them.  
She [Michelle] does stuff with us. Like she made friendship bracelets and a 
regular counselor would probably just stay inside and talk to the other counselors. 
Like she came out and helped us. (Laney) 
 
Holly initially provided introductory games to help the campers become acquainted with 
each other and herself. Kate and Jane believed Holly treated everyone equally and demonstrated 
respect toward others. The campers viewed Holly as a friend they could go to when needed and 
she would take care of them. She was described as a “nice” person to everyone.  
She [Holly] acts really nice. She doesn’t yell at us. She’s fun, happy, joyful, 
spring. Like she’s nice to everybody, she makes everybody feel better if they’re 
feeling sad. She’s like a friend that you can go to. (Jane) 
 
The campers described the type of relationship fostered by their counselors. Some 
counselors maintained different relationships with campers while other counselors established 
similar relationship with all campers. The campers provided insight regarding their counselor’s 
methods of building relationships. 
The idea of establishing distinct relationships was initiated by Maria’s campers, with 
Janet’s campers also describing her different relationships with campers. Kelly and Ruby 
particularly noticed Maria behaving differently with certain campers in their group. Two 
campers in this cabin group were described as quieter and less rowdy compared to Kelly and 
Ruby’s group of friends. Maria was described as acting loud and silly with Kelly and Ruby’s 
group whereas she displayed a relaxed, calmer demeanor with the other two campers. Maria’s 
campers thought her distinct behavior with the two friend groups was a positive quality, as it 
demonstrated her recognition of the girls’ varying needs.  
She [Maria] acts the same with people in her own special way. She has like 
special ways to act with everyone, overall, it’s pretty much the same. Like she 
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knows us pretty well by now, so she knows like what we like pretty much. Like 
she just has special ways of talking to us. It’s sometimes hard to notice but it’s, 
you can tell. (Kelly) 
 
Maria’s campers believed she possessed numerous friends at camp. While these campers 
identified their counselor’s distinct relationships with others, the campers believed their 
counselor remained a welcoming individual to everyone.  
She [Maria] has a pretty good relationship with everybody. I notice she has a lot, like all 
of ‘em are her friends. She’s really nice to all of them. Uh huh [both campers and 
counselors as friends]. (Natalie) 
 
Janet’s distinct relationship with campers, however, was not viewed as favorably. A pair 
of difficult campers was among the cabin group and her interaction with them was noticeably 
less positive compared to the rest of the group.  
Uh, she’s [Janet] fine. She doesn’t really get mad at any of us, but yeah. Yeah she 
talks a lot. We just talk about random stuff. Like the dance…there’s these two 
sisters in our group and they kind of don’t really get along. Like she kind of 
ignores it but if they were actually fighting-fighting, she would do something 
about it. I don’t really know [what she would do]. She would get mad at them 
probably…It’s good I think. Maybe not the sisters ‘cause they do fight sometimes. 
It kind of gets annoying to us because they fight every day. Like in an argument. 
(Helen) 
 
Similarly, Janet’s campers also noticed her strong relationship with the neighboring 
counselor. Some campers referred to this counselor as Janet’s “sister,” as they displayed a close 
relationship that included periodic yelling and braiding hair as an apologetic gesture. 
We were supposed to wake up at seven-thirty…we woke up just in time to see the 
other counselors blowing glitter in her [Janet] face…Yeah she was a little mad]. 
She went into her sister’s cabin talking uh, very loudly abut how not to do that 
again. Like the counselor that helped her sister came, also came in, her sister got 
so mad that uh, at Janet for yelling at her, that she had Janet uh, braid her hair…I 
think she only yells at her sisters. (Evelyn) 
 
Major Theme #2: Counselors’ Interactions with Campers 
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The campers easily identified the specific ways their counselor interacted with them. The 
primary interactional technique was the simple act of talking with campers. The counselors’ 
actions could be categorized as direct or indirect during these interactions.  
Many campers described directly interacting with their counselor in a several ways. As 
previously indicated, talking was consistently identified as a technique the counselors employed 
with their campers. Ava thought Janet talked “a lot” with the campers and Carmen connected 
Michelle’s ability to “chat” with the girls as a way to build strong connections.  
Yeah, she [Janet] talks a lot. We just talk about random stuff. Like the dance; we 
were talking’ about, we’re gonna get her a date but then we didn’t. (Helen) 
 
Michelle’s inclination to talk was also helpful for May. She appreciated Michelle’s 
explanations and extra information since she was a new camper. Maria’s campers identified the 
use of jokes and sarcasm as a positive approach toward building relationships. For instance, 
Natalie, Kelly, and Ruby frequently laughed when recalling Maria’s humorous approach to 
discussing rules.  
She explains lots of stuff to me since I’m a first time…if I don’t know what to do, 
like she’ll show me the schedule. Like she compliments me a lot ‘cause I like to 
know what’s happening next. I have like a schedule for my entire day. She’ll be 
like, “Okay, May, what are you gonna do next?” And I’m like, “I’m gonna do 
blah-blah-blah-blah.” Like that works out well. (May) 
 
The campers also appreciated their counselors’ interest in doing activities with them. For 
instance, Janet’s campers described using her nail polish to paint their nails together. Similarly, 
Michelle made friendship bracelets with the girls in her cabin. Maria was described as interacting 
with her campers primarily during the evening time when the group would talk or play games. 
She’s [Maria] not really in the cabin a lot. She’s either like out doing something 
or sitting outside. Like it’s really only at night and then she’s pretty like relaxed, 
laid back, I’d say with us. Like that’s good, easier for us than having a mean 
counselor…Like she likes to interact with us, I guess. She likes to play games. 
(Natalie) 
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Some campers even sought out their counselor during the activity periods when they 
were allowed to move between the activities at their discretion. The campers were enthusiastic 
about the opportunities they had to be able to engage with the counselors. 
Arts and crafts…most I’ve pretty much just hung out there, like my friends and 
me. Our counselor [Maria] works there so we hang out with her. (Kelly) 
 
While these were direct approaches identified by the campers, others explained some 
indirect ways in which the counselors built relationships with them. The idea of giving campers 
freedom was primarily identified by those in Holly’s cabin. These campers enjoyed the freedom 
to have their own conversations as well as to choose their activities. Kate suggested that by 
affording this freedom to the campers, Holly earned their respect.  
Like she [Holly] gives more freedom, I think that gives people more of a like 
respect, a new respect for her. (Kate) 
 
Jenny connected Holly’s allocation of 15 minutes of conversation prior to bed as giving 
the campers the freedom to talk with each other. Holly was rarely involved in these 
conversations yet this lack of interaction did not impact the campers’ view of their relationship. 
Jane described Holly periodically entering the cabin to “check her hair” while the campers were 
conversing. This camper was aware that Holly was nearby and attentive, but appreciated the 
freedom to converse without her intrusion. The campers indicated their interaction occurred with 
Holly when they experienced an injury or became sad. These situations were infrequent, but 
nonetheless were very meaningful to the campers. 
We [the campers] usually talk like at night, or in the morning, or during cabin 
time. During cabin time, sometimes she [Holly] sits outside with Louisa and talks 
to Louisa, she’s the other counselor. Like sometimes she’ll be like going in and 
out [of the cabin]. Like sometimes she redoes her hair. Like she doesn’t ever 
really like get involved in our conversations. She just lets us have our own 
conversation. (Jane) 
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The campers identified numerous ways the counselors interacted with them in building 
their relationships. They also noted that some negative situations could occur and the campers 
described how they believed the counselors might react or had reacted in these situations. 
Major Theme #3: Counselors’ Approaches to Addressing Camper Issues 
The campers described their counselors’ approach to addressing campers’ needs and 
conflicts. Several approaches were described although talking was the primary technique when 
they used when issues arose. Counselors’ involvement showed either an active or passive 
approach during these situations. 
Two counselors, Holly and Michelle, were described as taking an active approach helping 
their campers with peer relationships. These campers indicated the primary technique they 
employed was to talk privately with the campers involved in the situation. All three of Holly’s 
campers indicated Holly calmly talked through the issue with them. Further, they emphasized 
that Holly would not yell at campers and they could never imagine her behaving in that manner. 
Kate and Jane agreed that Holly would simply sit down with the campers and help them talk 
through the issue.  
She [Holly] wouldn’t be like screaming at them, she doesn’t like yell at anybody. 
Like she’s really docile sort of. She would probably just sit them down and talk to 
them about, let them talk out their problems. (Kate) 
 
Campers described a similar situation in which there was an incident where Michelle 
helped a camper work through a peer conflict. They described Michelle’s approach as reasoning 
through the situation with the camper to help her recognize her peer was not behaving as a good 
friend would and she did not deserve her friendship.  
It actually happened last night. A girl came in the cabin crying because her friend 
ignored her, so she [Michelle] made her feel better. Like told her that “if your 
friend’s gonna ignore you, she’s not really your friend, and there’s a lot of other 
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people in the world.” I think she would probably try to like reason with them and 
make them be nice to each other. (Laney) 
 
This situation occurred in the presence of the cabin group, but these campers believed 
Michelle would speak individually with any camper experiencing an issue if she felt it was 
necessary. Michelle and Holly’s campers described their active involvement when camper 
conflict or personal relationship issues arose during the program. The campers felt supported and 
cared for as these counselors helped them address relational situations. In turn, the relationships 
between the campers and counselors appeared to strengthen, as the campers expressed 
satisfaction with their counselor’s degree and type of involvement. 
She [Holly] would try to stop them, [that is what] she would have done. Probably 
talk. I don’t think she’s a person that likes to yell. I never heard her yell. Besides 
when we were playin’ games [she yelled] that’s about it. Like cheering on. 
(Jenny) 
 
The campers all indicated the counselors would address relational issues, but Maria and 
Janet were described as behaving in a relatively passive manner. These campers suggested their 
counselors would simply tell the campers to stop their behavior and to take time to relax or 
“chill”.  
She’d [Janet] probably tell them to stop and just chill out for a few minutes so like 
everything’s okay between them. (Ava) 
 
One camper dissented from her cabin group peers when she indicated that Janet would 
directly speak with any camper involved in an incident. Rather, Janet’s campers described three 
different approaches that ranged in levels of passivity. One camper indicated Janet ignored 
campers’ bad behaviors and fighting, which irritated the cabin group. Another camper suggested 
Janet would ask campers the reason for their misbehavior then tell them to relax for a few 
minutes. The third camper believed Janet would instruct the campers to stop their behavior and 
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relax for a few minutes. These descriptions indicate involvement, but of a more passive relational 
approach with the campers involved in the situation.  
There’s these two sisters in our group and they kind of don’t really get along, she 
[Janet] kind of ignores it. Like if they were actually fighting-fighting, she would 
do something about it. I don’t know really [what she would do about it]. She 
would get mad at them probably. (Helen) 
 
Maria was described as similarly passive in her approach, but her campers had a different 
perspective. The campers enjoyed Maria’s humor, which transcended into her approach for 
handling campers’ problematic peer relationships and issues. Ruby recalled Maria walking past 
while her group of friends was engaged in an argument. Maria made a sarcastic, yet humorous, 
comment toward the group as a way to indicate the insignificance of their argument. Ruby 
viewed this approach positively, as the group apparently laughed with Maria at the silliness of 
their argument then moved on to another activity together.  
When me and my friends argued, we were arguing about like playing cards. Like it 
was something really small, and she [Maria] was like, “Ha-ha, you guys are 
arguing about something so small.” She would just kind of laugh. (Ruby) 
 
Similar to Janet, Natalie believed Maria would also instruct campers to calm down and 
relax if necessary. Maria’s campers liked her sense of humor, which was appreciated as a 
technique for relationship issues. These campers described various passive approaches their 
counselors employed when handling such issues among their campers. 
She [Maria] would probably go over and tell them to relax and calm down. Like 
try to figure it out, instead of like taking out like that. (Natalie) 
 
Campers indicated the counselors formed a variety of relationships with them and with 
others. They were perceptive regarding the manner in which the relationships were formed, as 
they recognized when counselors adjusted their behavior to the camper. Counselors regularly 
spoke with the campers, which was appreciated and valued by them. The campers felt the act of 
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talking or chatting was a way to establish connections and build bonds. Two counselors utilized 
this practice when addressing relational issues between campers. The campers appreciated the 
counselor’s conversations as they worked through the issues. However, passive approaches were 
used by other counselors, which produced varied results. A humorous, joking behavior was more 
favorable compared to the instruction to “relax” for a short period of time without additional 
dialogue. The campers possessed the ability to recognize and describe their counselors’ 
behaviors when in relationships with them and other counselors. 
Counselors’ Perspectives 
The counselors responded to questions pertaining to their understanding and perception 
of positive relationships with campers. The researcher was particularly interested in ascertaining 
the counselor’s approach to establishing positive relationships with the campers and their 
perceived influence on campers’ learning of relationship skills. Particular emphasis was placed 
on their role in creating an environment where positive relationships could be established. 
However, many of the counselors placed a high value on the campers’ ability to form quality 
peer relationships without their assistance. These two themes comprised the counselors’ 
perception of potential lessons campers could learn from them in the area of relationship skills. 
Major Theme #1: Counselors’ role in establishing relationships with the campers 
The counselors described adopting specific roles in their relationships with campers. 
While they all adopted a particular role, the actual position or relational qualities varied between 
the counselors. The campers’ dependence on the counselors presented the primary difference 
between the counselors with two counselors actively minimizing their role while one counselor 
welcomed being a “pseudo mother” to her campers. The process of establishing these 
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relationships and engaging with the campers provided insight in delineating the counselors’ 
positions. 
The idea of encouraging campers to develop independence was described by two 
counselors: Holly and Michelle. Both counselors emphasized the importance of allowing 
campers to become independent of their counselors. Holly and Michelle prioritized their 
campers’ ability to establish and maintain relationships with their peers rather than establishing 
their own close inter-relationships. However, the process they had attempted to work towards 
this goal differed between the two counselors. Holly recognized a need to balance her time 
wisely between the campers while also encouraging their peer interactions. She felt that 
counselors maintained a unique position with campers since they were not necessarily their 
friends yet they engaged in fun activities with them. Holly further suggested a challenge could 
emerge when campers constantly followed a particular counselor throughout the day and became 
dependent on them for their relationship and activity engagement.  
I think it’s sort of like a counselor has to be approachable, someone who the 
camper likes, wants to be around, wants to talk to, wants to like do activities with, 
but [the camper] isn’t dependent on completely. (Holly) 
 
Michelle described a more removed role wherein she felt the counselor was not the focal 
point of the campers’ relationships. When asked to describe the composition of positive 
relationships, Michelle indicated the counselor should be on the peripheral observing and letting 
the campers foster and nurture their friendships naturally rather than being a part of the process. 
Close and meaningful relationships between the counselors and campers were still possible, as 
Michelle described really missing whole cabin groups during previous years. For both Holly and 
Michelle, the counselor was not the key individual with whom campers should establish 
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significant relationships while at camp, yet their perspectives revealed their sentiment that 
counselors should encourage and support the development of campers’ peer relationships.  
Sometimes I just observe. Like it’s nice when you can sort of, you don’t have to 
facilitate, you can just sit back and they can just, you know, be friends and you 
can do your own thing. Just watch and like chill out. (Michelle) 
 
A different perspective was described by another counselor where she more fully 
welcomed the campers’ dependency. Janet described her role with the campers as a “pseudo 
mother” due to the campers’ need for guidance and engagement in all aspects of their camp life. 
In her mind, the counselor provided similar qualities to maternal roles such as demonstrating 
care and concern, waking them up and getting them to bed, and encouraging their activity 
interests. This role of nurturing her campers extended into the approach Janet took when campers 
required extra care. When campers experienced difficulty adjusting to camp, she spent 
considerable time doing small activities with them such as writing letters home or coloring. She 
also purchased additional items for the campers to play with that were not available at camp.  
It’s kind of like being their mom for the week…They rely on you for everything. 
They rely on you to get ‘em up in the morning. They rely on you to get them 
exactly where they need to be. You need to get ‘em to meals on time. ‘Cause if 
you walk away from that cabin, they have no idea where to go. They don’t know 
even where the schedule is because sometimes I post it but they don’t look. They 
rely on you for encouragement, for support, to tell them to go do what they want 
to do. (Janet) 
 
Maria did not distinguish her position regarding the dependence or independence of her 
campers. She believed the counselor-camper relationship should be focused on reciprocating 
gestures. For instance, counselors demonstrated their connection to the campers by displaying 
their gifts such as art projects. Maria nurtured these camper relationships through simple 
activities like coloring together.  
I think a positive relationship is whenever the camper just is going on and on 
about how cool this person is, “Oh, they’re so cool.” Like the little girls love 
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making crafts for, for their counselors…Also the counselors like reciprocating 
that and hanging it up for other people to see. “Oh, look at this. She made this for 
me. It’s awesome.” I think that’s a balanced, good relationship. (Maria) 
 
The element of inter-dependent relationships was described differently by the counselors. 
Holly and Michelle de-emphasized the establishment of significant relationships with campers in 
order to encourage campers to form their own peer relationships. Janet believed campers arrived 
feeling dependent on counselors and welcomed the opportunity to guide their camp experience. 
Maria felt positive relationships with campers involved reciprocal gestures.  
Major Theme #2: Counselors’ Role in the Campers’ Peer Relationships 
The previous section described the counselors’ perspectives regarding the interaction 
with their campers within the context of forming relationships. This theme emerged when these 
perspectives were further analyzed to understand how the counselors considered their roles in 
helping campers in their peer relationships. The counselors described a “supportive” role with 
their campers’ relationships at camp. 
Campers lived in small groups at this camp, however, minimal activity was scheduled for 
the cabin groups. The campers had the freedom to choose their activities throughout the day, 
moving between them at their leisure during the activity periods. Additionally, the campers were 
assigned to larger unit groups for the evening all-camp programs. Thus campers had the 
opportunity to engage with numerous campers and counselors throughout the day. The 
counselors in this study described taking a supportive role toward encouraging their campers to 
befriend their peers and establish strong positive relationships. Holly specifically encouraged her 
campers to engage with others, as she felt establishing peer friendships was a key component to 
summer camp participation.  
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I don’t think you want one camper following you around constantly, like it’s 
important for them to participate and be with other campers. It’s like a huge, part 
of this experience is interacting with their peers. (Holly) 
 
Janet attempted to match campers together based upon their common interests, especially 
when a camper was having a difficult time adjusting to camp. Janet did not hesitate to intervene 
when a major conflict erupted within her cabin group. For instance, she facilitated a group 
discussion to help the girls discuss the issue with civility and reach a resolution. A 30-minute 
talk revealed an overall frustration with one girl’s friend selection. The friendships were restored 
and the girls enjoyed the final days of camp without further conflict. 
I found out that the rest of my girls were all fighting, one girl got a date and the 
other girls didn’t…we came back, everyone was on, I didn’t want them on the 
bottom bunks ‘cause I wanted to be able to see ‘em. So everybody went on a top 
bunk and we sat there and we talked for about a half-an-hour. Like about what did 
everybody say? Did they mean it? They didn’t. (Janet) 
 
Michelle also described moments where she supported her campers’ peer relationships. 
For example, Michelle’s campers regularly became agitated when leaving their cabin group to 
participate with the larger unit group for evening activities. Michelle reassured her campers that 
they would reconnect after the evening activities, which did not always resolve their ambivalence 
to the separation. She struggled to identify better resolutions to that particular situation.  
The girls typically get really upset that they’re not with their cabin. Oh, yeah. I’ve 
never had a cabin that has enjoyed those color games. Like they want to be 
together though, now they’ve found another new family and they’re like, “We’re 
being separated? Like what is this?” I’ll try, “Well, after the games we’ll see each 
other again.” That’s usually what I say. I never know what to say. (Michelle) 
 
While Michelle described moments when she directly supported her campers’ needs, her 
primary position centered on stepping back to allow campers’ relationships to naturally emerge. 
Michelle believed campers should form positive, long lasting friendships at camp. These 
relationships would be formed without her intervention, however she provided a supportive 
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environment for this friendship formation. She suggested a counselor should be in the vicinity 
when campers interacted but that the counselor did not need to be fully engaged.  
A bunch of little girls in bright colors, sitting on their bunks, talking to each other, 
throwing things over the bunks, like eating, all of them have, like a buddy is 
sitting on their bunk with them – no one is excluded. I think that’s the best, most 
positive… [The counselor] on the top bunk too or just watching. Sometimes I just 
observe. Like it’s nice when you can sort of, you don’t have to facilitate, you can 
sit back, they can just, you know, be friends, you can do your own thing. Just 
watch and like chill out. (Michelle) 
 
Janet described her supportive role in helping campers adjust whereas Holly and Michelle 
described their peripheral role as an important component to supporting the campers’ experience. 
Holly actively encouraged her campers to interact with their peers. Michelle supported her 
campers’ friendships when she reassured their separation concerns and also provided the space 
for friendships to emerge on their own. Maria described her own role in camper-counselor 
relationships but did not describe an approach for supporting the formation of camper peer 
relationships.  
Major Theme #3: Campers’ Increasingly Learning Relationship Skills 
When counselors were asked what the campers might learn from them related to the 
development of relationship skills, various elements were identified. The idea of campers being 
“observant” of the counselors’ behavior and actions was acknowledged by some while each 
counselor highlighted specific “relationship components” they believed were impacted at camp.  
At various points during the interview, the counselors indicated that they know the 
campers were observant of them during camp. Holly described her experience watching other 
counselors when she was a camper in this same program. Her memory revealed a strong desire, 
as a youth, to act and talk like the counselors. The challenge came when the counselors, 
including herself, spoke in an inappropriate manner such as using sarcasm with younger children 
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or accidently cursing. These behaviors typically occurred between counselors but the behaviors 
sometimes crossed over with the campers. Holly recognized the need to be aware of her conduct 
when interacting with other counselors in the presence of campers. The staff and counselors were 
described as being extremely friendly, which Holly praised as an opportunity for the campers to 
learn positive relationship skills.  
I think they’re definitely, really potentially really influenced by like what they see 
in terms of like actions. I really love how close everyone is out here, that’s a 
really good, uh, environment uh, for a camper to be in uh, in my opinion, if you 
see like positive role models like getting along with each other, showing this 
companionship, I feel like you’re more likely to, you know, have that practice in 
your own social interactions. Like whether it be intentionally or subconsciously. 
(Holly) 
 
Her perspective reinforced the idea of campers learning specific relationship skills. Maria 
was the only counselor to describe role modeling a specific personal quality through her 
relationships with others. She wanted to demonstrate a high level of confidence both as an 
individual as well as a person in relationships. She indicated the purpose of relationships was to 
help each other be a better individual. Maria believed the display of confidence, or 
encouragement toward becoming a confident individual, was a beneficial quality for the campers 
to learn from her relationship behaviors.  
A big thing that I stress as a counselor is I think it’s so important is like 
confidence. I feel that all relationships, no matter like romantic or platonic, or 
whatever, like teach your child relationships. Like they’re all about like helping 
people become the best person they can be. (Maria) 
 
Janet and Michelle described more situational ways in which they thought campers 
learned relationships skills from their peer interactions, although, sometimes they noted the 
campers appeared to learn the wrong skill. Michelle believed campers gained independence at 
camp due to the opportunity to live and interact freely with a large number of similarly aged 
peers. This situation differs from their home or school environment, as they rarely shared living 
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space in the same way or for this period of time. As a result, Michelle believed the campers 
enhanced their ability to form a variety of relationships, which she hoped would carry over into 
their lives when they left camp.  
I think them having to share space sort of helps them. It’s a different sort of 
relationship. Like with their family it’s different. You have a different role in your 
family than you do in a cabin, in a cabin, you assume several different roles. I 
think the campers, being in such a, like environment where everyone’s new or 
now you have someone sort of watching over you at all times, you’re living with 
them, it helps those campers when they go out into school, maybe make stronger 
relationships? (Michelle) 
 
She also reported feeling that counselors could unintentionally foster poor relationship 
skills, such as the misbehavior demonstrated by Janet’s campers when they attempted to secure 
her date for the camp dance. She encouraged the campers to find her a date, but the normally 
light-hearted activity turned malicious when the male counselor declined the invitation. The 
campers retaliated initially with small acts of revenge such as putting salt in his milk. However, 
one camper continued the retaliation after camp when she threw water balloons at the counselor 
outside his home, which was located near her house. Janet attempted to correct the campers’ 
behavior upon learning of the sabotaged milk by suggesting they find her a different date. The 
majority of the group heeded her direction, but one girl did not. While the counselors hoped the 
campers learned some skills directly from their own role modeling, they also suggested the 
campers learned relationships skills from other the campers. 
I had a cabin of girls last year who were just awful. I’m really good friends with 
him…they were like “Jack, go to the dance with Janet.” And he was bein’ a butt 
and he was like, “No. I don’t think I want to’ just jokin’ around. Like they were 
awful to him after that…They all just rallied around each other. Like actually like 
aa couple weeks after camp, one of the girls figured out that she lived a couple 
streets down from Jack, showed up at his house with water balloons, threw them 
at him.” (Janet) 
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The counselors hoped the campers formed positive relationships during their time at 
camp. Their beliefs regarding the level of counselor involvement necessary for ensuring this 
outcome varied. Some viewed their role as facilitating the campers’ independence and formation 
of peer relationships, while one counselor perceived a strong dependency-based relationship, and 
another hoped for a reciprocal relationship. Through these variations, the counselors hoped the 
campers learned important qualities for their future relationships. These lessons derived from 
different sources ranging from actual role modeling of positive relationship behaviors to 
correcting campers’ relational behaviors when needed. 
Researcher’s Observations 
The counselors in this study formed a variety of relationships throughout the program. 
This may result from the extended time spent working and living together in this environment. 
The relationships were primarily established with other counselors and were apparent during the 
observations. The counselors also exhibited distinct behaviors within the relationships formed 
with campers.   
Major Theme #1: Counselors’ Display of Peer Relationships 
The counselors and other staff members indicated the staff training was intended to build 
camaraderie and a team atmosphere. From the onset of camp, the counselors’ various 
relationships with their peers were apparent. Counselors immediately paired up and those early 
dyads or triads continued throughout observational periods of the program. Among these 
counselors, some were friendly and engaged with all staff whereas other counselors maintained a 
distinct friendship with one peer.  
Nearly all the counselors and staff demonstrated civility and friendliness toward most 
individuals working at the camp. There were the periodic disagreements and end of summer 
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weariness that impacted a few individuals not participating in this study. Holly and Michelle 
displayed a friendly demeanor toward all counselors and staff. Holly was observed conversing or 
laughing with her peers at camp. Across the observations, she engaged in conversations with the 
other study participants. Each session, I observed her talking privately with the counselor being 
observed during that week. Some conversations were lengthy such as her conversations with 
Janet and other counselors, during cabin group activities. For instance, she conversed with a 
fellow counselor throughout a 45-minute hayrack ride.  
Holly and other counselor continuing to talk and share details of personal stories 
as they sit close together. The other counselor is laughing. She is telling the 
counselor a story, voice is raised slightly, as they sit next to each other with heads 
turned toward each other while talking. Holly appeared to be in a relaxed state, 
sitting cross legged, talking in a low tone with fellow counselor, no gestures, or 
loud bursts of noise from her. 
 
Other situations appeared light-hearted such as when she and Maria laughed and 
conversed after finally getting the electrical tools to work for an art project. Holly did not appear 
to have one specific individual with whom she had a distinctly close relationship. Rather, she 
was talkative and engaged with numerous individuals in each of the areas regardless of the 
campers’ presence. 
Maria and Holly sit down so they are facing out the windows and their backs are 
toward the station and begin to settle down and melt the crayon art…and begin to 
converse, laughing and talking for awhile.  
 
Michelle displayed similar behaviors of Holly, as she was observed engaging with 
numerous individuals in a friendly manner. However, she appeared to be drawn to “hang out” 
with any other counselor in the vicinity during the camp activities. For instance, Michelle sat and 
chatted with three other counselors on the dock in the swimming area during the first cabin group 
activity period. The campers were swimming in the shallow area while this group of counselors 
sat on the side talking, laughing, singing along to music, and braiding each other’s hair.  
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The counselors leave their belongings on the picnic table and walk onto the dock. 
Michelle and three other counselors sit in the top right corner of the dock area 
while their campers are swimming in the lake. A radio is playing music and 
periodically campers and counselors start singing along to the lyrics. Michelle 
engages in this activity and begins singing along to a song. 
 
The observations during her activity periods revealed similar behaviors, as she frequently 
engaged other counselors in personal conversations regardless of a camper’s presence at the 
station. In one situation, Michelle’s campers were required to wait after the activity concluded 
while she finished a conversation with a former staff member that was visiting for the day. The 
other cabins already departed and Michelle was engrossed in her conversation for approximately 
5 minutes longer.  
At the conclusion of the cabin group activity, Michelle becomes engrossed in a 
conversation with a visitor who used to work at the camp. For several minutes, 
her campers are left waiting while she is engaged in this conversation. One 
counselor has left with their cabin and the second counselor is also involved in the 
conversation. That counselor gets up and organizes their cabin group to leave. A 
few minutes later, Michelle realizes her cabin should leave and she gets up to 
walk with them back to the cabin. 
 
There was one counselor that appeared to seek continual interaction with Michelle. 
During the observational week, the counselor from the neighboring cabin consistently gravitated 
toward Michelle during meals, while dancing during dinner, or cabin group activities. This 
relationship was sometimes contentious, as they were observed debating topics such as the 
quality of literature among popular teen books or discussing body size. There did not appear to 
be a special or distinct relationship between Michelle and this counselor. This particular 
counselor appeared to intensely interact with other people on staff too. Campers were always in 
the immediate vicinity when Michelle engaged in these interactions with her peers. 
Her [Michelle] cabin mate periodically hangs on her, draping herself over her 
back and dangling her arms over Michelle’s shoulders. 
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Her [Michelle] cabin mate is sitting in Michelle’s chair off to the side. The 
counselor and Michelle are talking about having your butt hit the ground when 
sitting in that chair. It started with the counselor saying how a fat person’s butt 
hits the ground, then Michelle said, “well my butt hits the ground.” That 
conversation appeared to stop there. 
 
The presence of distinct friendships was apparent for some counselors during the 
observations. Janet’s close friendship with another counselor was immediately recognized at the 
beginning of the program whereas Maria’s close friendship was identified during her 
observational week. Janet and the counselor from the neighboring cabin had established a 
friendship prior to this summer. They appeared to be inseparable from the beginning of staff 
training week through the conclusion of camp. They were assigned neighboring cabins, the same 
activity area, and sat near each other in the dining hall. They generally appeared to “hang out” 
together, as they were often seen together regardless of the time of day.  
From the start, Janet and her cabin mate partnered up as their two groups walked 
from the cabins to the waterfront. Some campers just walked quietly on their own, 
while others quietly conversed with each other. Janet and her cabin mate quietly 
chatted while walking. 
 
They displayed a friendly relationship, often laughing and joking together. Their cabin 
groups frequently played together and talked during transitional periods when everyone was 
required to be at their cabin. One day during her observational week, Janet behaved differently 
than on the other days. She appeared sluggish, solemn and particularly quiet. I learned half way 
through the day, her friend left camp for that day to do personal errands. Janet’s demeanor was 
different when her friend returned later that evening. She was observed having fun, but remained 
by her friend’s side throughout the meal.  
Janet appears to be sluggish today, walking really slowly. This is different from 
the last session when I was following Michelle. At that time, Janet sat on the 
picnic table right next to her group…This time, she is completely separate herself 
from the group and what they are doing. 
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I did see her singing along and bobbing her head. I saw her moving around with 
her arms out like an airplane. What I noticed most about Janet was her connection 
to her cabin mate who had returned to camp after being gone during the day. I 
saw her frequently standing next to her when everyone was dancing. 
 
Maria’s distinct friendship was noticed the first day of her observational week. I observed 
the orientation program where the cabin groups rotated through the activity stations. Maria 
partnered up with another counselor at the first station. They conversed and laughed while sitting 
several feet behind the campers. This behavior and interaction continued at each station. The 
higher level of friendship interaction became more apparent during one station when the other 
counselor sat on her lap while the presentation was given by the staff. They sat in front of the 
campers at this station, as all the counselors and staff were seated in that area too. The campers 
had a clear line of sight to Maria’s friendly interactions with this counselor.  
Pretty much once they got to the waterfront (first station) Maria and another 
counselor paired up, stuck together and always sat by each other for the rest of the 
orientation. They would talk but never engaged with the campers. It just looked 
like two friends having a conversation. Even when they were talking to and from 
the stations they were chatting. They had fun with each other. This was noticeable 
at the trading post. The one counselor was sitting in a chair right at the window, 
the trading post window, and Maria came up and she wanted to sit. The counselor 
got up, Maria sat down, and this counselor sat on her lap for the whole time, 15 
minutes they were there. And it was just kind of chill, whatever, and the other 
counselors were standing over there in the same area. 
 
The friendship between Maria and this counselor continued throughout the week, as they 
were observed frequently conversing, laughing, or “hanging out” together. These counselors also 
worked together with a third counselor during the morning club time. Maria’s demeanor was not 
altered by this friendship or their interactions. However, she did not hesitate to engage with this 
counselor regardless of campers’ presence. For instance, the campers were playing and laughing 
together in their cabin during one cabin group activity period when Maria was “requested” at her 
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friend’s cabin. She asked if I and the CIT were fine staying with the campers for a few minutes 
then did not return until the period ended approximately 20 minutes later. 
A CIT 2 visiting her friend’s cabin came to retrieve Maria so she could go talk to 
that counselor in their cabin. Maria says “you adults in here going to be okay for a 
few minutes?” Maria did not return to the cabin before it was over.  
 
These counselors displayed a friendly demeanor with their peers at this camp. Some 
counselors established multiple relationships and maintained a friendly disposition with 
everyone. Other counselors also displayed a friendly disposition with their peers, but they 
established a closer relationship with one individual that was apparent during the observational 
periods and beyond. These counselors appeared to focus their relationship building efforts in 
different ways when interacting with the campers. 
Theme #2: Counselor Relationships with Campers 
The counselors voiced different perspectives regarding their relationships with the 
campers during their interviews. Holly and Michelle suggested their priority was to provide the 
space for campers to establish their own positive peer relationships rather than focus on building 
strong relationships with campers. Janet believed campers were dependent on counselors for 
their experience, thus counselors needed to be relatively available for assistance. The 
observations revealed the counselors interacted with campers in different ways and may have 
used those times to build some type of relationship with them. Two distinct approaches for 
building these relationships were impromptu conversations and periodic interactions during 
activities. 
The camp schedule included structured activity time as well as intermittent transitional 
and downtime periods. The observations revealed counselors used portions of downtime and 
activity periods to have impromptu conversations with their campers. Both Michelle and Janet 
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used periods such as rest hour or transitional cabin times to converse with their campers at the 
picnic table outside their cabin. For instance, Michelle initially cleaned the porch area in front of 
her cabin while her campers talked together at the table. A few minutes later, she sat down and 
joined in their conversation. Michelle interjected conversation when she sensed a lull.  
During the cabin time, Michelle appears to be cleaning up some items in the 
breezeway while the campers are seated around the table making friendship 
bracelets. She then sits down at the end of the table and engages in the 
conversation with the campers. Michelle continues to let the campers’ 
conversation to flow and she jumps into these conversations in a friendly manner. 
She doesn’t lead the conversation rather she just joins in when interested. Most of 
the time she appears to be reacting to a statement (keeping the conversation 
going). When she does talk, Michelle leans into the group and talks directly to the 
campers. 
 
Her campers were particularly interested in finding Michelle a date for the camp dance. 
She laughed and suggested potential candidates for her date. Similarly, Janet’s campers were 
also interested in finding her a date to the dance. Janet maintained a neutral demeanor while her 
campers discussed various ideas for securing her a date. These conversations were light-hearted 
with the campers’ discussion focused on their counselor.  
The topic of Janet’s birthday comes up when a camper states she already has a 
birthday present ready. It appears that the campers want to orchestrate a male 
counselor proposing to take Janet to the dance as the birthday gift and they are 
plotting out how to make this happen. Janet is going along with the conversation 
and even feeding into it. She lets the campers tell her how they will make this 
arrangement happen. This situation does not appear to phase her or be a big deal; 
it’s just a normal conversation. She’s certainly not getting emotional (positive or 
negative) about this topic. “I’ll say yes for you guys”, she says. 
 
The counselors also used scheduled periods to have these impromptu conversations. The 
time before bed or lights out is intended to be calm, as everyone is relaxing after a busy day. 
Counselors have different routines with their cabins during this period. Some counselors allowed 
their campers to shower and have personal time before bed, while other counselors gave campers 
time to talk as a group before they fell asleep. Maria used this time as an opportunity for campers 
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to talk about their day as a group using the activity Rose/Thorn/Bud. Each camper took their turn 
recalling their favorite memory from the day (Rose), something they did not enjoy (Thorn), and 
something they looked forward to the next day (Bud). I observed and engaged in this discussion 
during her observational week. As I entered the cabin one evening, Maria was describing this 
discussion activity and initiated the conversation by sharing her thoughts about the day. The 
lights in the cabin were off except for a strand of Christmas lights hanging on the walls. The 
atmosphere was very calm and she spoke in an encouraging, relaxed manner.  
So in all the cabins, for at least the girls, they do the ‘rose, thorn, and bud’ for the 
week. That definitely seems like is what spurs the conversation and when I asked 
the camp administrator about that, the camp administrator stated it is a good way 
to break the ice. And I can see that. A couple of the cabins we were able to go into 
were doing that and particularly Maria’s cabin was doing that tonight. This 
actually was being initiated as we entered the cabin, I could hear her talking about 
it while we were in the breezeway and we were just entering the cabin when she 
was stating her items for the group. All the girls were in their bed. 
 
Michelle initiated a group discussion during a cabin group activity that was designed for 
the campers to “hang out” and talk with each other. There is a strong likelihood that my presence 
impacted this scenario, as Michelle did not initiate this interaction until half way through the 
activity period. She primarily interacted with other counselors for the first 20-30 minutes.  
While the counselors automatically grouped together, the campers went on with 
entertaining themselves. Michelle and another counselor were watching a movie 
on a laptop while campers were in all different places. Two staff members came 
about 20 minutes into the cabin activity period and the counselor with the laptop 
left the room. Michelle was then watching the movie on the laptop by herself for a 
few minutes. She looked up then closed the laptop and got up from her chair, 
walked over to another counselor sitting by themselves. Michelle attempted to sit 
down next to her, but for some reason didn’t. Michelle then moved over to her 
campers and sat down next to a few campers who were also eating snacks. 
 
Nonetheless, this example is described since her campers identified this discussion in 
their interviews. Michelle’s campers were seated on their blankets on the floor and were 
conversing with each other. She sat with them and eventually all of them laid on their stomachs 
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in a close circle talking quietly. Two campers were seated outside the circle and Michelle asked 
them a question, which prompted them to join the circle and conversation. The campers each 
spoke about various topics such as school cliques, friends, and bullying. Michelle listened 
intently to each camper. She made eye contact when they spoke, nodded her head, then shared a 
personal story related to the camper’s topic. At different times, Michelle provided friendly 
advice as well as appeared to act like a “big sister” when describing alternative ways to handle 
the issues that were discussed. During the final camp ceremony, this cabin group indicated their 
favorite memory was their deep cabin conversations.  
She [Michelle] is being supportive of the campers’ feelings as they talk about 
their experiences and she confirms that their stories and experiences are real by 
sharing her stories with them.  
 
The counselors periodically engaged with campers during their activities. These times did 
not appear to be moments when the counselors were focused on specifically building 
relationships with campers. Rather, the interactions were sporadic and shorter in duration. Holly 
consistently displayed a positive demeanor when interacting with campers during the various 
activity periods. The campers typically approached her with questions or seeking advice for their 
project. She listened and provided positive reinforcement such as smiling, nodding, or giving 
high fives to the campers. However, she primarily let the campers interact with their peers and 
guide their own experience during the activities.  
Camper showed her a piece (held out toward her), Holly looked, nodded, girl 
went back to work, had trouble with something and gave it to Holly who dipped it 
in hot water [to melt further]. She looks the camper eye to eye and smiles as she 
works on the camper’s piece. She gives the girl a high five when her project is 
complete and looked her in the eye. 
 
Activity periods such as the morning clubs provided an opportunity for counselors to 
engage with the campers due to the small group size. Janet used this time to talk with campers 
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while the activity leader organized the materials. She asked the campers various questions, then 
talked about how she felt or upcoming activities that appeared interesting that day. Her 
conversational attempts were rarely reciprocated by the campers. This activity period was 
conducted after breakfast and the campers typically appeared sleepy during Janet’s club time. 
Nonetheless, Janet displayed a cheery disposition with the campers and continually attempted to 
engage them in conversation when she was not the club activity leader. 
While Holly and the counselor are getting project ready, the third counselor 
[Janet] is talking with campers at a table. She asked them questions about camp 
and activities. She talked about the things she likes at camp. 
 
Maria interacted more often with campers during transitional or downtime periods than 
during the activity periods. Similar to Holly, she answered campers’ questions and provided 
positive reinforcement while they made their projects. She engaged less frequently in other 
activity areas such as the rock wall or club time. While positioned at the manual belay station at 
the rock wall, Maria’s interactions with campers primarily consisted of exchanging commands 
for climbing the wall. She did not appear to engage them in conversation. However, Maria had 
two campers “helping” her belay by holding the excess climbing cord while campers climbed 
that side of the wall. There appeared to be little interaction between the helpers and Maria but 
they remained there for the majority of the activity period.  
As Maria acts as the belayer, another camper is assisting Maria with keeping the 
rope taught. I don’t think this is a necessary assignment for the camper, rather 
Maria is ‘letting the camper help her’. She doesn’t show any emotion while doing 
this job. I notice that the manual belayers don’t help them get clipped in and out 
of their harnesses. I think the staff person stands by the wall and does this task 
and the belayers remain at their post for the duration of the activity. The only time 
I heard her talk is with the commands such as “climb on”. 
 
Maria used transitional periods between activities as an opportunity to engage with her 
campers. For example, she created a fun approach for memorizing her campers’ names while 
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they walked to the first orientation station. Maria turned around and pointed to each camper 
while stating their name aloud. Next, the girls ran around and rearranged themselves before she 
attempted to say their names again. This activity continued for approximately three rounds. The 
campers laughed while running around Maria several times. She tried to display a serious 
attitude when recalling their names but she frequently laughed alongside the campers. 
The campers had fun with this little game. They were laughing and running 
around each other while Maria tried to appear serious in learning their names. She 
looked like she was having fun though, as she was smiling and laughing too. 
 
The counselors interacted with the campers in a multitude of ways throughout the process 
of building their relationships. The impromptu conversations appeared to provide campers with 
an opportunity to gain their counselor’s attention as well as converse about a variety of topics. 
Some topics were serious (i.e. bullying) while other subjects were light-hearted (i.e. finding their 
counselor a date to the dance). These conversations occurred during both transitional, downtime 
periods as well as scheduled activity times. However, the counselors appeared to have less 
noteworthy interactions during the scheduled activity periods unless she made a significant effort 
to engage. Michelle’s group discussions during the activity periods must be viewed as shaped by 
potential researcher influence, as the interaction was not initiated until half way through the 
period while her observation was being conducted. The majority of interactions that occurred 
involved conversations rather than engaging in activities together. 
Summary 
Relationship skills are comprised of one’s ability to establish and maintain quality 
relationships with diverse individuals. In this study, the researcher anticipated viewing multiple 
relationships between the counselors and campers as well as frequent interactions throughout the 
day regardless of activity. The type of interactions was not pre-determined or operationalized, 
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thus a brief encounter while saying “hello” qualified as an interaction as much as an in-depth 
conversation between a counselor and camper. Counselors would demonstrate their relationship 
skills through early introductions and activities. Additionally, they might behave in a caring 
manner toward the campers such as placing their arm around a camper’s shoulders, smiling or 
laughing while talking with them. 
The counselors established strong relationships with their peers. The campers recognized 
their counselors’ close friends based upon the friendly demeanor they displayed with these 
individuals. The campers’ recognition and interpretation converged with the counselors’ belief 
that campers might vicariously learn relationship skills through their modeling of positive 
counselor-peer relationships. The observations revealed the counselors established and nurtured 
their peer relationships through constant interaction throughout the day, which consisted of 
friendly, supportive actions and conversations. 
The campers were cognizant of their counselor’s relationships, as well as the process by 
which they were established, with the girls in the cabin group. The campers indicated that the 
counselors conversed and engaged in small activities (e.g., friendship bracelet-making) as the 
primary method for building relationships with them. Some counselors were recognized for 
adjusting their behavior to match the campers’ demeanor and several campers appreciated the 
intentional effort to form distinct relationships with them. Some campers identified the distinct 
relationships as the result of their counselor’s unwillingness to address camp misbehavior. This 
led to the perception that the counselor established a positive relationship with some campers and 
a tense relationship with the girls that disobeyed the cabin rules. 
The counselor-camper interactions primarily occurred during transitional or quiet periods, 
which differed from the researcher’s belief that significant interactions took place during 
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structured activities. The activity periods were expected to yield constant interactions, however 
this finding did not materialize. The observations revealed that counselors sporadically interacted 
with the campers during the structured periods, as campers primarily interacted with their peers 
with sporadic encouragement or guidance from the counselors during activities. This interaction 
appeared to match the counselors’ intentions to encourage their campers’ ability to form 
significant peer relationships while they modeled positive relationship skills through their own 
friendships. 
The campers, counselors, and researcher data converged on the determination that the 
counselors did demonstrate their ability to establish relationships with both counselors and 
campers. Most of these relationships were viewed from a positive, healthy perspective with one 
exception. The researcher diverged from the campers’ and counselors’ perspectives when 
considering the counselors’ emphasized relationships with their peers over their camper 
relationships. However, the campers and counselors placed equal value on the campers’ ability to 
foster diverse peer relationships. 
Social Awareness 
The competency of social awareness is comprised of one’s “ability to take the perspective 
of and empathize with others from diverse backgrounds and cultures, to understand social and 
ethical norms for behavior, and to recognize family, school, and community services” (CASEL, 
2013a). The elements of social awareness are comparable to relationship skills, as both 
competencies involve interpersonal skills. However, social awareness addresses a greater focus 
on one’s recognition of other’s perspectives, needs, or feelings. Counselors’ social awareness 
skills would be demonstrated in a camp setting by actively engaging all campers during 
conversations or recognizing individual needs and appropriately prioritizing them so no camper 
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was singled out. Campers described their counselor’s treatment of others and how they 
established a welcoming atmosphere at camp. Counselors explained their perspectives regarding 
the various needs of campers and their approach to ensuring equal treatment. The researcher 
described the counselors’ actual practices that indicated instances of both fair and equal 
treatment, as well as exclusionary practices that prioritized their needs over others.  
Camper’s Perspectives 
The campers provided their impressions of their counselors’ approach to creating an 
equitable, welcoming atmosphere at camp as well as addressing exclusionary issues between 
campers. The counselors were generally perceived as treating campers equally and as displaying 
welcoming and inclusive behaviors towards them. Some campers held strong personal positions 
regarding inclusivity, which appeared to impact their responses. An additional minor theme 
emerged with a small number of campers internalizing a specific incident revolving around their 
counselor’s action with other campers. 
Major Theme #1: Counselors and Equitable Treatment of Campers 
The campers felt their counselor treated everyone equally. Some campers believed all 
youth in this program, regardless of home location or background, were treated like any other 
camper. Other campers suggested that a lack of favoritism served as the indicator that their 
counselor treated everyone similarly. 
The idea of treating campers the same emerged when they contemplated how their 
counselor might react to a camper arriving from outside the area or country. Ruby and Natalie 
thought their counselor, Maria would treat these campers similar to the other youth attending the 
camp and be interested in learning more about their area.  
She’d [Maria] probably be like, “Oh, that’s really cool. You’re like from a 
different country and you speak a different language.” Like ‘cause she’d probably 
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be really interested in the person. But, still treat them like a normal camper. 
(Ruby) 
 
Similarly, Kate and Jane believed Holly, their counselor, would treat the campers the 
same regardless of where they were from. Laney and Carmen also suggested their counselor, 
Michelle, would treat the campers the same since everyone was attending for the same reason.  
I think she [Michelle] would treat them just the same as she would anybody else. 
Like they are just people, they all just want to come to camp like we do. (Laney) 
 
The counselors’ behaviors of treating all campers similarly was also shown by the 
comments of several campers that their counselor did not have favorite campers. Laney believed 
her counselor Michelle did not treat anyone higher or lower in importance within their cabin 
group, and May, similarly, felt Michelle attempted to include everyone and not leave anyone out 
of activities or conversations. This type of equal treatment was also indicated by Kate, as she 
believed Holly did not have a favorite person that received more attention than the other 
campers. Ava felt Janet did not display favoritism either, as she engaged equally with all the 
campers. Natalie recognized this action with her counselor Maria, as all campers were treated the 
same. She did not feel Maria’s demeanor changed when interacting with different campers. 
Instead, Maria maintained a relaxed attitude throughout this time period. 
She [Michelle] would tell them like there’s lots of other different people here you 
aren’t alone at all. She includes everybody. (May)  
 
I think she [Janet] would act like exactly the same that she normally does to 
everybody, she would be okay with that. Like she sets a good example on 
everybody. She just acts like good in front of everybody. (Ava) 
 
There’s not really a certain way she’ll [Maria] act with a certain person in our 
cabin. Like she’s really just nice, relaxed all around, I guess. I don’t think she acts 
different to anybody. (Natalie) 
 
The campers described their counselors behaving in an equitable manner toward all the 
campers and anticipated this behavior would continue should new campers arrive at the program 
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with a different background. Furthermore, the campers recognized a variety of behaviors leading 
to their belief that their counselor treated everyone equally. 
Major Theme #2: Counselors Display Welcoming and Inclusive Behaviors 
The campers described several behaviors that led them to believe their counselor was 
welcoming and inclusive towards them and other individuals at camp. For many campers, these 
behaviors began on the first day of camp when the counselors began talking with them and they 
displayed an inquisitive demeanor toward them in wanting to know about their interests. 
Talking with campers appeared for some very early on. For four campers, their 
counselor’s introduction and asking their name upon arrival set the tone for entering a welcome 
environment. Ruby recalled Maria’s introduction and excitable demeanor with the group at the 
beginning of camp. Since Ruby was new to camp, this behavior led her to believe Maria was 
welcoming to her and the other campers from the very start.  
Like she [Maria] just like comes in, she’s like, “Hey, I’m Maria and I’m the 
counselor for your cabin.” This year she only had six uh, campers instead of eight, 
she’s like, ‘Oh, that’s so cool. I can like spend more time with everyone. It’s 
going to be really fun.’ She’s welcoming. (Ruby) 
 
Similarly, Kate recalled Holly welcoming the campers and providing reassurance so they 
would not be nervous. Laney’s initial encounter with Michelle was when she was asked her 
name and Michelle’s relaxed yet enthusiastic demeanor during this first exchange led her to feel 
welcomed and comfortable. Janet’s openness and willingness to start talking with Ava at the 
beginning of camp created the perception of a friendly and welcoming environment as well. 
She [Holly] welcomed us on the first day. She was like, “Don’t be nervous, you’ll 
have fun. You’ll have a lot of fun at this camp.” She wasn’t mean at all. She was 
really nice, she knew that we were all gonna be nervous. (Kate) 
 
Almost all of the campers indicated that these early conversations with their counselor 
continued throughout the program. These conversations were important to the campers as a way 
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to become acquainted as well as feel included in the cabin group. Jenny indicated Holly was 
engaged in their conversations by listening then adding details or suggestions to the 
conversation. For instance, Jenny described her enjoyment of modern mysteries and Holly 
suggested a popular book series to consider reading in the future. Kate indicated feeling nervous 
about attending the program, even though she had attended several consecutive years. She 
believed Holly anticipated her campers’ nervous feelings upon arrival. She appeared to link this 
early recognition with the introductory cabin activities and conversations conducted that first day 
of camp. She recalled Holly welcoming the campers and telling them not to be nervous; that 
camp would be fun. Kate’s description of Holly as a nice, not “mean”, counselor that would 
converse with her campers signaled Holly’s ability to create a welcoming environment.  
She [Holly] wasn’t mean at all. She was really nice. She knew that we were all 
gonna be nervous. Like she tried to get the ice breaker game started and stuff so 
we wouldn’t, so we would get to know each other and wouldn’t be so nervous. 
(Kate) 
 
Similarly, campers felt welcome and included when their counselor encouraged them to 
join conversations already taking place. Carmen recalled the way Michelle included two campers 
from their group into a conversation by directly asking them a question that pertained to their 
discussion: 
She [Michelle] does a really good job with that, she’ll always try and include 
everyone to do stuff. Like when we were in the Maple room, for relaxation hour, 
we’re like talkin’, Marcie and Shania were sitting out talking by themselves. Like 
she like asked Marcie a question and then brought everyone to like a big group 
discussion. Just like including others in like conversations. (Carmen) 
 
The counselors with the campers could also be seen talking during other activities. For 
instance, Evelyn described Janet talking with the campers while everyone was making friendship 
bracelets together. In addition, in some cases the conversations between the counselor and 
campers served to problem solve inclusivity issues. Five campers believed their counselor would 
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talk with other campers that were engaged in gossip and exclusive behaviors. The counselor 
might initially tell the campers to stop, but they would take the additional step to have a 
conversation about the bad behavior with the individuals involved in the situation.  
I think she’d [Maria] definitely confront them, tell them that it’s not right and give 
them a lecture. (Kelly) 
 
Carmen connected Michelle’s inclusive behavior during conversations as an example of 
treating all campers the same. Michelle attempted to include all the campers in their cabin 
discussions by directly asking an uninvolved camper a question to bring them into the 
conversation. Jane thought Holly might provide additional information for a camper unfamiliar 
with the camp’s customs or practices, but would not alter her approach otherwise. 
She’d [Holly] just treat ‘em like the other campers, maybe just tell them a little bit 
about what we do at camp more, if they haven’t been here before. Tell them what 
we do. Just treat ‘em normal. (Jane) 
 
Talking with the campers provided the opportunity for the counselors to demonstrate 
their interest in each person. The campers identified their counselors’ questions as the primary 
conversation style that helped them feel included in the group. Helen and Evelyn described Janet 
asking the campers several questions as they became acquainted. Similarly, during the cabin 
conversations, Jenny indicated Holly inquired about the campers’ interests. This is the technique 
Jenny identified when Holly suggested the Nancy Drew series. 
She [Holly] usually comes and sits by us. Like she has some questions and then 
we talk. The rest of the time she listens. “I said I like detective shows. Like I don’t 
like the old version, I like the new version, today and she said, you should read 
like the Nancy Drew books.” Like stuff like that. Like that adds on and it doesn’t 
stop. (Jenny) 
 
The campers believed their counselors would use questions as a way to welcome and 
include new campers with different backgrounds. Maria’s campers thought she would ask a new 
camper questions about their home as well as their interests. This approach would help the new 
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camper feel comfortable sharing their information. Kelly suggested Maria’s questions would 
help the camper feel included and help the other campers join the conversation. The reverse 
situation could also be helpful, as Ruby indicated Maria would be happy to answer new campers’ 
questions. 
She’s [Maria] usually happy around most people, like if they had questions, she 
would just be like, ‘I don’t know,’ or whatever the answer is. She’s really nice to 
all the people. (Ruby) 
 
The campers described their counselors talking and asking questions as a primary method 
for creating a welcoming, friendly, and inclusive environment. Conversations occurred during 
cabin discussions, group activities, and extended into the counselors’ approach for addressing 
exclusionary camper issues. May and Ruby believed their counselor, Michelle, would 
contemplate and question an issue of camper gossip before taking corrective action. May 
suggested gossip could be good or bad and she believed Michelle would inquire about the 
situation before taking action. If the gossip was negative, she indicated Michelle would “step in” 
and talk with the campers involved in the situation. Similarly, Ruby thought Maria would 
question whether the gossip was exaggerated at all. She believed Maria would address the issue 
if there were no exaggerations.  
First she [Michelle] would want to know it it’s like good gossip or bad gossip, 
‘cause there is a good gossip, like, “Oh my gosh, her clothes are so cute.” Like 
people will whisper that if they don’t want her to know. Don’t know why. Then 
there’s also the bad gossip where it’s like, “Oh her dress is so ugly.” If it was bad 
gossip then she would step in say like, “Hey that’s not very nice. You shouldn’t 
do that ‘cause that hurts their feelings a lot. And maybe they’ll be mean back to 
you.” She wouldn’t want that to happen. (May) 
 
The campers believed the counselors were inquisitive and interested in becoming 
acquainted with them. Asking questions was believed to be the primary method used by 
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their counselors when learning about a campers’ background and helping them learn 
about the camp program. 
Minor Theme #1: Impactful Situations for Certain Campers 
A range of responses regarding counselors’ inclusive behaviors were given, but some 
situations had the potential to be interpreted differently between campers. Two campers viewed 
some situations as humorous or positive, but those situations could easily be interpreted as 
negative, socially exclusive practices by other campers. A third camper felt her counselor 
inadequately responded to another camper’s misbehavior, which left her feeling frustrated. 
Maria’s campers frequently mentioned her humorous and sarcastic approach to working 
with campers. They appreciated this demeanor and believed her humor created a fun atmosphere. 
In one situation, her sarcastic approach could be interpreted two different ways but was seen as 
simply humorous to one camper. Kelly recalled Maria’s instructions during their group 
introductions. Maria’s approach to denouncing gossip involved more than a stern instruction to 
avoid the behavior. Rather, she would take action herself by “beating up” anyone involved in 
spreading gossip. Kelly interpreted this statement as humorous, as she “doubted” Maria would 
ever behave this way. Earlier in the interview, Natalie described Maria making a similar sarcastic 
statement about teaching her campers to be “mean people” this summer. Both campers perceived 
this message as funny and highly unlikely or serious.  
She [Maria] told us this like at the beginning, if anyone was gossiping she said 
she’d beat ‘em up. I doubt she’ll actually do that, I think she’d definitely confront 
them. (Kelly) 
 
Carmen reported a situation in which she felt her counselor’s actions were a positive 
outcome for her cabin group. A camper from a different cabin had irritated Carmen’s group and 
the campers spoke about their frustration during a cabin discussion one night before bed. 
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Michelle had also become agitated with this camper and was present during the conversation. 
The other camper continuously barged into the cabin and used the girls’ items. The cabin was 
frustrated and Carmen indicated Michelle’s solution was to ban the girl from their cabin, and as a 
result, the group would not let the girl enter the cabin. Carmen recalled this situation with 
frustration but felt Michelle empathized with her campers. The perception was that Michelle had 
their best interests in mind when offering this solution to the campers. Carmen saw this situation 
as her counselor’s positive solution to dealing with a bothersome camper that was outside of the 
group. 
She’s like really irritating, she’ll like come in just barge in and be like chatting 
and stuff. Michelle’s like upset with her, like irritated with her. She’s pretty much 
banned her from our cabin but she keeps coming in. Like whenever she tries to 
come in, we’re like, “Sorry, Michelle said you can’t come in.” So, she doesn’t. 
She’s just there. She’s at the screen door and she’s like talking to us. We 
eventually close the door behind it, like “stay out!” We were talking about it in 
one of our chats like at night. We would talk about her… Michelle just finally 
decided, “Okay, you know what guys? If she’s bothering you that much, we’re 
just gonna ban her from your cabin.” Michelle supports like what our feelings are. 
It’s really good. (Carmen) 
 
A counselors’ lack of response was also perceived and commented on by a camper. 
Helen described Janet’s frustration with two campers that frequently fought with each other. For 
instance, these campers bothered each other constantly by using and not returning shower items. 
As these situations occurred, Helen recalled Janet expressing her frustration to the other campers 
by stating that she would become upset if the campers were fighting or doing something 
inappropriate such as taking a shower outside of the designated time. However, Helen’s 
frustration grew when Janet did not address the issue with these two campers, and she connected 
Janet’s lack of response to the misbehaving campers with the likelihood that she would not 
address other problem situations. 
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She’ll [Janet] get mad at them sometimes. Like she’s not really mad, she’s a little 
mad. Because she tells us. ‘Cause she said before, “If she’s in the shower, I’m 
going to be really mad.” And she comes in from the shower. She just didn’t say 
anything after that. She didn’t. (Helen) 
 
The purpose for including this minor theme is to consider how different campers observe 
and interpret their counselors’ behaviors towards others. The campers perceived their counselors 
to be generally welcoming and inclusive toward others. However, the potential for perceived 
inclusive behaviors could be interpreted differently between campers. While one camper 
perceived her counselor supported the cabin group’s feeling by banning a neighboring camper 
from the cabin, that camper may have felt excluded from that group’s interactions. Similarly, 
counselors may attempt to use sarcasm and humor to convey information, but this tactic is only 
useful when all individuals involved understand the sarcastic tone. 
Counselor’s Perspectives 
The counselors responded to questions regarding their considerations when working with 
youth at camp as well as the potential lessons campers might take away from watching them 
interact with people of diverse backgrounds. These counselors held strong opinions regarding the 
importance for youth to experience and interact with diverse individuals. Two common themes 
emerged that related to the counselors’ perspective on inclusivity and campers’ uniqueness and 
needs. The counselors’ personal opinions, beliefs, and prior camp experiences appeared to 
impact the way their intentions to behave in a socially aware manner. A minor theme emerged 
from two counselors, as they described the importance of empathizing with their campers to a 
greater degree than the other counselors. 
Major Theme #1: Attempting to Create an Inclusive Environment 
The counselors felt strongly about their role in creating an inclusive environment for their 
campers. Their own awareness of the potential situations resulting from campers becoming 
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excluded was seen as an important responsibility for these counselors. Thus, their ability to be a 
role model for showing inclusive behaviors with both the campers and the other staff members 
was seen as very important. 
Throughout the interview, the counselors identified a multitude of responsibilities for 
their position. One specific responsibility consistently identified was the ability to be observant 
of the campers and their level of interaction and involvement in activities as well. Typically, the 
first day of camp was organized with introductory activities for cabin and unit groups. Similar to 
the previous discussion regarding how relationships were established, the counselors felt strongly 
about helping individual campers to become a cohesive group. This could be difficult, as 
campers have different personalities, interests, or needs. For example, Michelle had a difficult 
time creating the “big family unit” that most cabins seek to create when one camper did not fit in 
the group.  
‘cause you want them to be one big unit and one big family, like, “Oh my 
goodness,” like I don’t know, “I don’t know how to make you fit in,” kind of, it’s 
just hard. (Michelle) 
 
This situation could quickly lead to peer exclusion, which Holly actively tried to watch 
out for with her campers. Both Maria and Holly strongly believed campers should learn social 
inclusivity early, as the world they will enter as adults is highly diverse.  
I think that’s so important that they can recognize how different we are from each 
other, we’re pretty exciting people, or excited in general. Seeing people that look 
different and act different, also interacting together being happy together, 
laughing with each other, I feel like is important. It’s like “Oh well…those people 
aren’t alike at all.” Or like, “She’s talking to a boy and they’re not hugging. 
That’s weird.” Like it sort of teaches how uh, people don’t always have to be the 
exact Same to get along with each other. I think that’s pretty important. Like 
that’s what you’re gonna see whenever you, when you’re out in the real world. 
You’re going to have to be able to get along with people that aren’t like you, there 
are a lot of people that aren’t like you when you get out there. (Maria) 
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For these counselors, camp provided the right environment for initiating relationships 
with various individuals different from oneself. In particular, the highly social design of camp 
was used as a way for Holly to actively encourage her campers to interact with different people 
during activitiess, especially girls interacting with boys: 
I like to think that I’m pretty progressive, you know, thinking. I want like, you 
know, boys and girls to interact. I hate being sectioned off into like, “Okay, like 
girls…” I think it’s kind of silly we still have this tradition, even though it’s fun 
because it’s a tradition, girls get this time to get ready for the dance while boys 
like play like guy games. I don’t like, you know, completely dislike it at the same 
time, I’m like, “I want like the girls.” I want them to feel like, you know, they can 
be as masculine or feminine as they want to be. (Holly) 
 
The other element emerging in this theme was the counselors’ recognition of their need to 
be role models of inclusive behaviors for the campers. The counselors described various 
techniques they had used as a way to demonstrate inclusivity. Both Holly and Janet 
acknowledged the campers’ keen observant behaviors as being the impetus for their wanting to 
demonstrate inclusive behaviors. Holly suggested the need to be aware of one’s behavior with 
fellow staff members, as many campers mimic their counselor. For example, she felt counselors 
should limit their use of sarcastic language or roughhousing with each other.  
You pick up other counselors’ habits and that is definitely true for campers too. 
Like they’ll learn from what they see and they’ll learn like respect that we show 
to each other and they’ll learn the, like politeness that we show to each other, too, 
for sure. I know like in the past, I’ve seen like, there’s like one, this was like years 
ago, counselor liked to like roughhouse with another counselor. Like teasingly, 
they were wrestlers. Like oh my gosh, when little, like little campers saw that, 
they really wanted to, you know, imitate that ‘cause they thought it was really 
cool. Like that was like not a super fun trait. “Okay, we can’t wrestle. This is 
camp.” (Holly) 
 
According to Janet, campers are keen observers of counselor behavior regardless of their 
own involvement in a situation. This observant behavior might focus on the fairness exhibited by 
the counselor with campers or with other counselors during camp activities. Janet sought to 
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create an environment where all of her campers felt equally recognized and cared for by her. In 
one situation, she noticed campers fighting over wearing bandanas in their hair whenever she 
wore one. After that session, she purchased enough bandanas for each camper in her cabin to 
wear during camp. Janet strongly believed all of her campers should have equal opportunities 
and feel included in a fun spontaneous activity.  
When I wear my hair up I usually put a bandana in it, and my campers thought 
that was the coolest thing. You’re really their role model. So they would like take 
turns and fight over the bandanas that they got to wear. Like the next week, I like 
went out and bought a whole bunch. Now I have like 20 because they all, so as 
soon as I wear my hair up with a bandana, they all want to wear their hair up with 
a bandana. (Janet) 
 
In some instances, the counselors’ role modeling included becoming a camper’s actual 
friend when they were having difficulty befriending their peers. Michelle had this experience 
when several attempts to help a camper make friends failed. In this situation, Michelle became 
their friend for the week while continuing to encourage her formation of other peer relationships. 
As a result, she checked in with the camper throughout the day but was cautious about creating 
an overly dependent relationship.  
If a girl’s being excluded, I’m like, “Well, let’s all go do this.” Like if she can’t 
find a buddy, I’ll go across to the other cabin and I’ll be like, “Well, she doesn’t 
have a buddy,” and if all else fails, you have to step in and you have to be their 
friend that week. Lie you don’t need to be their comfort, and you don’t need to be 
like a safety, and you don’t need to be there all the time for them, just once in a 
while to check in and make sure that they’re doing okay. (Michelle) 
 
Holly viewed the camp environment as a welcoming and respectful place. She hoped 
campers learned to respect one another upon observing the counselors act politely and 
respectfully to each other.  
A lot of people here are super friendly. Like it’s a totally different environment 
from, you know, other places I’ve been in public or at my school. Like other 
counselors are always, every morning, it’s like, “Good morning!” and like wave 
to you, say hello, everyone here has to be like a real people person. As a 
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counselor, that’s really like rubbed off on me more. And like you pick up other 
counselors’ habits that definitely is true for campers too. They’ll learn from what 
they see. (Holly) 
 
The counselors’ perspectives regarding their awareness and role modeling of behaviors 
was their primary focus for attempting to create an inclusive environment for their campers. 
They suggested campers were observant of their counselor’s behaviors when directly and 
indirectly interacting with other campers or counselors. 
Major Theme #2: Campers are Unique Individuals with Varying Needs to Address 
The counselors recognized that campers arrived to the program with various needs, and 
were unique individuals that should not be treated exactly the same. Some counselors described 
the campers as different from themselves, and recognized the need to adapt their techniques and 
interactions to each camper’s needs and interests. 
The campers were viewed as different and unique individuals, as a distinction used by the 
counselors as a way to suggest all campers were not the same. Maria suggested counselors may 
know the campers from home but they really do not know about their complete personal or home 
life. For instance, campers came from a wide range of family situations, which was periodically 
shared with the camp staff and counselors. Beyond family background, some counselors may not 
consider the varying needs that campers require when attending camp. Michelle suggested 
campers with mental health challenges could be more difficult to work with due to their 
unexpected behaviors.  
The kids who have like health issues or like mental health issues are the hardest. 
Like my first year, there was a girl who got anxiety attacks a lot. I was working in 
arts and crafts and I got called down to the nurse’s stations. Like she was severely 
homesick and she wasn’t eating, she was like having trouble breathing, basically 
an asthma attack but it wasn’t asthma. I did not know what to do. (Michelle) 
 
  
112 
A common situation these counselors previously encountered were homesick campers. 
Sometimes this situation was quickly resolved whereas other times, the camper required more 
attention. The counselors described the importance of being able to adapt to their campers’ 
needs, since they are considered unique individuals. 
You have to know that they’re not you. Like understand that they aren’t in your 
brain, they are your age, don’t have your life experience. (Holly) 
 
The ability to adapt one’s approach to the different campers was an important component 
of working with them. Holly realized that her extensive experience with this specific camp 
allowed her to seamlessly move between activities without thinking. However, her realization led 
to considering the different experiences new and seasoned camp attendees had during the 
program. She assumed campers were aware of the nuances of a camp day and tasks such as 
anticipating the amount of time necessary for changing clothes or shoes between activities. As a 
result, she altered her expectations to anticipate issues that might arise such as campers losing 
their nametags.  
Understand that they aren’t in your brain, they aren’t your age, don’t have your 
life experience…they don’t know as much for sure, like socially, it’s very 
different. Like stuff that I take for granted because I’m just, you know, I’m used 
to it. I’m in enough of a routine at this point in my life, I understand like, “Okay, 
like we’re gonna be doing activities where I need close-toed shoes. Like, put 
sneakers on now.” (Holly) 
 
The risk of counselors becoming irritated when campers constantly have these same 
issues was possible. However, some counselors felt better prepared to work with challenging 
campers due to having been a difficult camper themselves. Maria was the homesick camper as a 
child and related well to these campers. She tended to reason with these campers to help them 
gain a broader understanding of the situation such as helping one’s unit group reach their goal 
when the camper had no interest in the activity.  
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You just need to explain to them how teamwork’s a huge thing and “You’re part 
of your color team – don’t you want to win an ice cream bar at the end of the 
week? Or a soda?” (Maria) 
 
Both Michelle and Maria believed counselors should behave respectfully with campers 
and this behavior would be reciprocated. The simple act of asking the camper’s name on the first 
day or treating them like a friend was encouraged by Michelle compared to a counselor that 
created an overly strict atmosphere with their cabin group. Similarly, Maria felt respect was 
demonstrated by one’s awareness of the individuals around them when making jokes. She did 
not want to offend anyone by making insensitive jokes. She worried the campers might listen to 
a joke and be more likely to repeat it to individuals who would become offended.  
You have to be very careful about, you can’t make jokes that could potentially be 
insensitive to people. Like that’s super important, if they aren’t offended by that, 
that makes it seem as though it’s okay to other people. Like you really have to 
watch what you say around kids. Keep it full on PG or just straight up G actually. 
(Maria) 
 
Janet knew her interactions, whether fun and light-hearted or serious, required 
contemplation before acting on them. The counselors believed campers responded differently to 
counselors depending on the situation. For example, the issue of homesick campers elicited 
different techniques by these counselors.  
You need to consider that not every kid is the same. Just because something 
works with one kid, doesn’t mean that it’s gonna work with another kid. Like 
yelling. If you yell at your little brother at home and he stops what he’s doing – 
you can’t just yell at the campers at camp. (Janet) 
 
Michelle approached the issue by downplaying the concept of homesickness, even 
suggesting there was nothing causing homesickness for some campers. Her experience typically 
involved campers stating they were homesick upon losing a trivial item like a towel. However, 
Michelle invoked a tough love attitude when one camper’s homesickness led to other behavioral 
changes such as not eating or inducing asthma attacks. Michelle strongly reiterated the short term 
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time frame of camp to this girl and instructed her to take three deep breaths every time the 
feeling of homesickness emerged. While she recalled speaking somewhat harshly with this 
camper, her disruptive behavior declined and led Michelle to employ that approach in future 
cases.  
I remember being kind of mean to her a little bit, ‘cause I think the homesickness 
is what brought it on. I was like, “Every time you think you’re homesick, like you 
need to take three deep breaths ‘cause I want you to have fun at camp this year, or 
this summer.” And she was like, ‘Okay I’ll try. (Michelle) 
 
Counselors viewed campers as distinct individuals with varying needs. As a result, the 
counselors recognized the need to adjust their approaches to working with various campers and 
situations.  
Major Theme #3: Demonstrating Empathy for Campers’ Needs 
The analysis revealed a third theme focused on the counselors’ interest and ability in 
empathizing with the campers’ needs. This empathy appeared to result from their personal 
experiences, but was embedded in the behaviors they intended to exhibit with various campers. 
The act of empathizing is an attempt to recognize and understand one’s experience and is 
different from the act of sympathizing, feeling sorrowful for an individual. These counselors 
described their personal experiences or beliefs as the impetus for addressing some of the campers 
needs in a specific manner. Holly believed people should develop empathy, as she attempted to 
“take a step back” in order to consider the root cause of a behavioral issue. As a child, she 
disliked the way adults “talked down” to children. While she recognized campers had less life 
experience than counselors, Holly actively tried to consider the campers’ feelings in different 
situations.  
When I was little, I hated being talked down to so making sure you don’t talk like 
about campers in front of campers. Like I’ve had to make sure that like I do that 
as a counselor because I have like specific memories of like feeling like, you 
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know, upset by that. Like you have to stop and think like about it sometimes. 
“Okay, like an 11-year-old doesn’t understand this yet.” And some like campers 
don’t understand sarcasm. (Holly) 
 
Janet recognized when issues emerged among her campers and helped the campers 
resolve the issue regardless of whether or not they asked for help. She was focused on creating a 
positive environment and did not want campers to perceive her inaction as sanctioning the 
negative behaviors of some campers.  
Sometimes the kids don’t get along and they either want you super involved in it 
or they don’t want you in it at all. Like obviously, you can’t just ignore it. Like 
some girls are being really mean to each other, even if it’s not like bullying and 
it’s just arguing, it creates a negative environment for the other girls in the cabin, 
like to see them fighting all the time. They’re like, “Oh, well the counselor’s not 
doing anything about it. She obviously doesn’t care.” Like you need to intervene 
even when they don’t want you to. (Janet) 
 
Maria’s belief that she was a difficult camper caused her to approach stubborn youth in a 
way that was helpful in her experience. She recalled the homesick feelings experienced as a 
young camper and how she expressed these feelings by refusing to participate in activities. 
I was a difficult camper. I was the homesick camper, the camper that, that was 
like, the outcast campers. Like that was just because I got really unlucky putting 
in cabins. I’d get in a cabin with like five people that came together and then it’d 
just be me…I feel like I have a good perspective on that. I didn’t like participating 
in games at all. I’m not a very athletic person, and I was like, “I don’t want to 
play tug of war.” (Maria) 
 
Michelle recognized the needs of her campers, whether they stemmed from social 
interactions or a potential mental disorder. However, she chose to downplay trigger incidents in 
order to help the camper move on and enjoy their camp experience.  
They [counselors] need to consider the fact that these kids like are coming to 
camp to have fun. Like a lot of people fall back on being strict and they’re 
insecure. They think that if they’re overly strict, the kids will automatically listen. 
I think if you show that you respect the camper – on day one, you ask them their 
name and you treat them like another friend, they will give you that same respect 
back. There’s no necessity to be strict or overly strict. (Michelle) 
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The counselors’ different demonstrations of empathy toward the campers suggested their 
ability to recognize the various needs of different campers. The counselors described strongly 
considering the way they behaved and interacted with the campers regarding their demonstration 
of inclusivity. There was an acknowledgment that campers’ personalities, backgrounds, interests, 
and needs varied, which led the counselors to adjust their interactional and conflict resolution 
approaches. These counselors strongly believed campers should learn to interact with different 
individuals and that camp provided the appropriate environment for learning those lessons.  
Researcher’s Observations 
The observations of the counselors provided insight into their ability to recognize, 
acknowledge, and act on other people’s needs or interests during the program. Each day 
presented another opportunity for the counselors to interact with campers and fellow counselors 
in different ways. These counselors displayed both positive and negative reactions to situations 
involving camper needs or interests. Furthermore, their consideration of the campers’ 
perspectives was revealed through the observations as well as the comfort level expressed by 
counselors when behaving in a silly manner. A separate minor theme emerged regarding the 
strong opinions expressed by a particular counselor during the program. 
Major Theme #1: Counselors’ Consideration of the Camper Perspectives 
The ability to consider other individual perspectives was slightly challenging to ascertain. 
The counselors exhibited their ability to consider other perspectives, however some situations 
arose when they demonstrated a lack of social awareness. Their awareness to other perspectives 
was evident in various programmatic settings, and it primarily involved the campers, not other 
counselors. 
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The ability to be aware of other perspectives involved the acknowledgement that people 
can have different experiences. The campers attending this camp primarily came from similar 
regions of the state, but this does not suggest they possessed similar backgrounds. The 
counselors indicated in their interviews that campers were distinct individuals with varying 
needs. The observations indicated these counselors considered the campers’ perspectives or 
feelings in some situations, but not in all. For instance, Michelle assisted at the rock wall during 
her cabin group activity when a young boy had difficulty climbing. Several people, campers and 
counselors, loudly called out commands: “Face the wall. Face the wall. Stick your feet out. Grab 
on.” Suddenly he let go of the rocks and quickly descended to the ground. A proper descent 
position consisted of facing the wall with your legs extended to push off if you got too close. 
Instead, this boy simply let go and the inertia swung him around so the wall was behind him. He 
bumped into the wall while descending but was not injured. Upon reaching the ground, two 
counselors quickly and loudly identified his errors in front of everyone. Michelle immediately 
approached this group and comforted the boy by placing her hands on his shoulders and leaning 
down toward his face. The other counselors stopped talking, then unclipped the camper from the 
rope. He sat down with his friends at the bench but did not remove his gear.  
The camper just let go and he bumped into the wall a few times as he came down. 
Two other counselors sternly said to him that he was supposed to face the wall 
with his feet out when coming down. Michelle jumped in saying “it’s okay, are 
you okay?” She appeared to not want the boy to get yelled at when he was already 
scared or nervous. This was a younger camper from a different cabin. 
 
This awareness of campers’ feelings was demonstrated in another situation where 
Michelle conversed with a counselor while the table with filled with campers. They discussed 
make-up removal techniques when the other counselor indicated her satisfaction with a certain 
type of facial cleanser. Michelle immediately described this cleansing product to a younger 
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female camper by referring to a popular teen movie called The Princess Diaries. This description 
was specifically directed toward this young camper. 
The campers start a funny conversation about popping zits and how moms like to 
pop their kids’ and Dad’s zits…The other counselor brings up the fact that she 
likes the feeling when she uses Biori’ strips and instantly Michelle makes the 
connection between a Princess Diary movie scene and this product. She appears 
to have directed this connection toward the younger girls at the table. 
 
Holly demonstrated her social awareness skills during the camp dance. Campers 
frequently attempted to dance with various counselors throughout the night. These interactions 
typically occurred when groups of counselors and campers collectively gathered or one 
counselor danced with several campers at one time. Holly was dancing with some female 
campers when two counselors began dancing alongside them. Those counselors danced 
momentarily during one song then danced over to another group. Holly remained dancing with 
these campers despite the other counselors’ departure. Holly and the campers appeared to have 
enjoyed dancing together, as they were smiling and laughing while waving their arms over their 
heads. Eventually the campers left to dance with other friends and Holly moved on to dance with 
other people too. 
Holly is with two new campers dancing. These two campers are a bit older, I 
don’t think they are in her cabin but they are about the same age of those in her 
cabin. She is really dancing big with them, big motions. Two more counselors 
walk up and are dancing with the same group. They just left but she’s staying with 
those two girls dancing…The two girls just left her, now she is dancing over to 
the larger group of dancers. 
 
A counselor’s awareness of campers’ perspectives could be challenging to ascertain in 
some situations. For instance, Maria initiated a new game with her campers during a transitional 
period one day. Those periods were scheduled in 15-minute blocks twice a day. Approximately 
10 minutes remained in this period when Maria and the girls were playing a game together. A 
counselor arrived to inquire about a song choice for the upcoming dance. The game was 
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momentarily halted while the group responded to the counselor, but the counselors continued to 
converse. Maria looked at the girls and told them to continue playing while she spoke to the 
counselor off to the side. The campers happily restarted the game and appeared to be unfazed by 
her absence. 
The game is interrupted by another counselor taking a poll for songs to be played 
at the dance, two days from now. “Do you like the Skater Boy song?” the 
counselor asks both Maria and the campers. Maria then tells the campers, “okay 
you can continue playing while I go over here.” She leaves the game to talk to the 
counselors about the song poll and maybe some other things. The campers 
continue to play and do not appear to be fazed by Maria’s absence. They play a 
few more rounds and then it is time to leave for activity period #2.  
 
Several situations occurred where the counselors appeared “unaware” of campers’ 
perspectives or feelings. Michelle was engaged in a similar camp dance scenario but the outcome 
differed. Two campers and two counselors were holding hands while dancing in a circle when 
Michelle approached them. She opened the circle and momentarily danced with the group. 
Michelle leaned over and spoke directly to the counselor dancing closest to her. Immediately 
Michelle let go of the camper’s hands but continued to hold the counselor’s hand while they 
danced away from the group. The second counselor followed for a few steps then danced away 
in another direction. Meanwhile, the two campers slowly walked behind Michelle and the 
counselor a few more steps then stopped. They stood in place a few seconds then turned and 
walked away. Michelle appeared unaware of the campers’ reactions in this situation and did not 
interact with them during the remainder of the dance. 
Michelle’s cabin mate for the week and another male counselor were dancing 
with two young girls in a circle, moving their arms in and out. All of a sudden 
Michelle comes up to this group of four, opens their hands and holds them. She 
goes in between the two girls I believe, if not it’s a girl and the male counselor. 
For two seconds, literally it was so quick, she dances with them and then I see her 
say something to her cabin mate and motion to her. All of a sudden they drop 
hands with these little girls and the male counselor, Michelle and her cabin mate 
take off wistfully dancing around. Then the two girls follow behind, not dancing 
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but walking a few steps. Then the male counselor danced away in the other 
direction. At first I think the little girls thought they were going to dance with 
them. But after a few steps and when Michelle and the counselor did not turn 
around, the girls stopped and stood there. They walked away. 
 
This lack of awareness was also observed during Janet’s cabin group activities at the 
waterfront and on the hayrack ride. A buddy check with the campers had just concluded and 
Janet was walking back to the water when two campers approached her. Her campers asked her 
to swim with them. Janet had not originally planned to swim but another counselor pushed her 
into the water. There was no reaction observed as she continued to walk toward the dock. The 
two campers followed behind as Janet walked onto the dock and toward the deep end. One 
camper stopped and jumped into the shallow area. Her wristband color indicated the camper was 
a shallow water swimmer. Janet jumped in the water and remained with the other counselors. 
The second camper appeared to jump in the deep end but swam with other campers in the area. 
Janet comes over to help with the numbers [buddy check numbers] and afterward 
two of her campers ask “now that you’re wet…” while she is walking toward the 
dock. The campers follow as Janet walks toward the deep water but one gets in 
the shallow end, ending that interaction. 
 
Janet’s group was joined by another cabin group for the hayrack ride later in the week. 
During the ride, a camper from the other group accidentally dropped a clip full of hair bands on 
the road. The tractor driver reviewed the rules prior to the group’s departure, which included a 
warning that the tractor would not stop for dropped items. This camper thought the girls intended 
to braid their hair during the ride and she brought all her hair bands. When she dropped the hair 
bands, a volunteer counselor informed Janet who had laid down to rest with her eyes closed. I 
could not hear the counselor’s conversation, however I saw that neither individual addressed the 
situation with that camper. The camper waited for a response but ultimately turned back around 
when she did not receive one.  
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The camper dropped her clip of hair bands over the side of the rack. “Oh no, 
that’s all my hair bands!” the camper said aloud. The volunteer turned around 
saying, “why did you bring them?” “Well I thought I was going to be doing 
someone’s hair.” The volunteer turned back around and tapped Janet’s knee since 
she was laying down. The volunteer said something to Janet but I couldn’t hear 
the comment and what Janet’s reply might have been. The volunteer did not 
readdress the camper, nor did anyone stop the ride to pick up the hair bands or 
allow the camper to get off to pick them up…Nothing happened and the camper 
turned back in her seat. 
 
A lack of awareness was identified with Maria and Holly in a situation where the 
campers’ perspectives were less understood during the observation. The final week of camp 
turned cold and rainy, but camp activities continued for the enthusiastic campers. The weather 
drastically changed from the original sunny, warm forecast, which left many people (campers 
and counselors) unprepared for the colder temperatures. Maria’s cabin group participated in their 
large group project with several other cabins in an open air shelter. Typically, campers spread 
out throughout the area to work on the projects but the rainy weather forced everyone inside this 
shelter and dining hall porch. Maria, Holly and another counselor were not assigned camper 
groups for the project so they sat together off to the side. However, Maria and these counselors 
brought wool blankets to wrap themselves in during the activity. The campers did not bring 
blankets and were still wearing shorts and long sleeve shirts. Furthermore, the campers sat on the 
damp cement for the activity. There was no reaction observed among the campers. 
Right away I noticed Maria sitting on a picnic table with two other counselors 
away from the campers…I approached Maria, “whose ever idea the blankets 
were, it was good,” I said. Maria replied, “it was me.” Maria wrapped up in a 
huge, wool green blanket. Two other counselors brought a blanket and wrapped it 
around their waists and legs while sitting by their groups. 
 
The counselors displayed both some momentary awareness as well as a lack of awareness 
to the campers’ perspectives in various situations. During several situations where a lack of 
awareness occurred, the counselors appeared to focus on their needs compared to the potential 
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needs of their campers. Counselors may need to balance personal and camper needs, as the 
counselors also demonstrated an interest in behaving silly or standing out.  
Major Theme #2: Counselors Acting Silly or Different 
Some counselors mentioned the importance of acting silly or goofy for the campers 
during the interviews. Additionally, they believed an ability to stand out or be different 
demonstrated self-confidence to their campers. The counselors displayed signs they were 
comfortable in this role but a reserved demeanor was also identified in certain situations.  
The camp dance was a significant event each week for everyone. The counselors 
attempted to increase their enjoyment by creating themes, such as boys versus girls, tacky tourist, 
or patriotism. Most counselors dressed according to the theme and enjoyed seeing the various 
creations. Holly and Janet enthusiastically dressed up for the theme each week. They were 
comfortable dressing up and looking different in this situation. Holly created an all pink costume 
with a puffy skirt and feather boa in her hair for the first dance. She applied make up in an 
elaborate, sparkle design to complete the “girl” look. Holly was proud of her outfit and walked 
with confidence to the counselor “meet up” at the beginning of the dance. 
Holly is wearing a long pink hair ribbon (I later find out it was a pink feather boa) 
in her ponytail, pink and black knee high socks, and a bright pink top with a black 
belt. 
 
Janet was equally proud of her outfit during the patriotic theme week. She wore a spray-
painted tutu with shorts and a tank top. Janet smiled and laughed as she approached various 
individuals to display her costume. She remained in the outfit for the entire dance. 
Janet is wearing a red, white, and blue tank top with her hair pulled back. One 
item that makes her stand out is a large red, white, and blue spray-painted tutu. 
She’s got knee high socks on and bike shorts. She looked pretty excited to show 
everyone her outfit.  
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The ability to feel comfortable while acting silly or behaving differently was noticeable 
with Michelle. She was enthusiastic about dancing to any type of music, as she was frequently 
observed dancing during the pizza dinner service. Additionally, she danced for the entire camp 
dance each week. While Michelle primarily danced with fellow counselors, she displayed a 
carefree attitude. Her movements were periodically silly and grandiose, but she also fully 
engaged in the choreographed movements led by the counselors dancing on the stage. Michelle’s 
demeanor while dancing was consistently happy and carefree regardless of the potential impact 
on campers. 
Michelle and her cabin mate were in the middle of their row dancing hand in 
hand, swinging their arms around, jumping around to the beat of the song. They 
were smiling and laughing, clearly not worrying about looking silly.  
 
Maria displayed her silly side during the cabin’s first group activity. During the name 
game, the campers stated their name and an animal with the same first initial. After each camper 
responded, Maria repeated the names and then added the animal sound. The campers and 
counselors heartedly laughed each time. Maria appeared comfortable while behaving in this silly 
manner with the campers. 
Maria is acting goofy now. While standing on the table, looking down at the 
campers, she is making the sound of each animal that is said. The group appears 
to enjoy Maria’s addition as they all laugh each time she tries to make the animal 
sounds. Maria is definitely engaged with this activity. She appears to be having 
fun along with the campers. She doesn’t seem to mind being the certain of 
attention in this situation. 
 
There were times when Maria appeared more reserved or hesitant to act silly. The final 
pizza dinner service was not as lively as the one during the first week, but counselors still danced 
around the dining hall while the music played. Maria did not dance at any point during the dinner 
service. Various counselors approached her but she did not oblige their invitation regardless of 
the song. I observed Maria leave the room when the music grew livelier and nearly the entire hall 
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of campers and counselors were dancing to a song. Instead, she danced momentarily then left the 
room while the dancing ensued. Maria appeared uncomfortable during the activity, and this 
demeanor continued into the dancing later that evening. 
Maria danced a little bit but then I saw her leave the dining hall for a short period 
of time while the dancing was going on. She hadn’t danced at all earlier when 
other counselors had done so, even when one of the popular 80’s songs played.  
 
The counselors were primarily comfortable displaying their silliness and standing out 
from other individuals. This was particularly noticeable during the camp dances due to the 
counselor themes that were orchestrated for their enjoyment. However, the fun experience for 
some of the popular counselor activities, such as dancing, were not universally experienced. 
Maria appeared more reserved in these large group gatherings compared to the silliness she 
demonstrated in smaller settings. A counselor’s comfort level was periodically noticeable as well 
in her remarks to campers.   
Minor theme: Counselor’s Opinionated Statements to Campers 
The presence of campers could create a captive audience for an individual interested in 
sharing her opinions. This scenario could occur during innocent conversations on insignificant 
subjects as well. During two separate observations, Michelle expressed strong opinions on topics 
that emerged in conversations with campers. 
The group was walking to their cabin activity as the campers conversed about sad 
movies. A camper initiated this conversation earlier when the group talked outside their cabin 
during the rest hour. While the campers walked together, one girl mentioned the conversation to 
Michelle and asked if she watched the sad movie referenced by the other campers. Michelle had 
not seen that movie but identified a movie that made her cry as a child. She made an impassioned 
statement regarding the welfare of animals and the injustice experienced when domesticated 
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animals are left to fend for themselves in the wild. The campers remained silent throughout her 
diatribe until one camper mentioned that a mural for that movie was in a camp building. The 
conversation ceased at that time. 
Michelle started talking about the one movie that did make her cry. She appeared 
to get really passionate about this topic because the move apparently features an 
animal that is released into the wild to fend for itself. Michelle talked about this 
travesty and how it was really wrong that domesticated animals would be released 
into the wild when they don’t know how to make it…This dialogue continued for 
about 2 minutes and the campers did not have any response at the end. They also 
did not interject any of their own opinions. This situation was the opposite of their 
earlier conversation. It remained quiet for a few seconds then a camper stated that 
there was a mural of the movie in camp. Michelle said she didn’t remember it 
being there and the camper replied, “yeah it’s there”. Michelle responded, 
“hmmm”. 
 
The second situation occurred during an activity period where she was making art 
projects with another counselor and campers at a table outside the building. A camper 
approached their table and began talking with the group. This camper inquired about obtaining 
their final activity bead for the week. The camp encouraged campers to engage in different 
activity areas by offering a special bead for participating in the designated activity at all the 
stations. The goal is to collect each station’s bead in order to have their name placed in a drawing 
for “camper of the week.” When this camper mentioned the topic of activity beads, Michelle 
expressed strong opposition to the concept. She believed the bead idea hindered the campers’ 
ability to experience free choice to determine their activity engagement. Moreover, she felt 
activity choice should not be influenced by the opportunity to collect a bead. Similar to the 
previous example, the campers remained silent while she spoke, including the camper who was 
asking for assistance. The counselor seated at the table attempted to make a humorous addition to 
Michelle’s statement, but only that counselor laughed at the time. 
A camper walked up to the table and began talking about how he needed one 
more bead and that he couldn’t get another one from archery. As the campers and 
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counselor were talking about ways for this camper to get the bead he wanted, 
Michelle makes a statement that she doesn’t like the bead system…that it creates 
an award system for something that should be free choice and not making an 
activity decision based on the award you could receive. She makes this statement 
very frankly and with conviction. Then the other counselor says, “yeah stick it to 
the man!” None of the campers say anything. 
 
This situation was only identified for one counselor but it occurred during two separate 
observational periods. Michelle expressed her strong opinions in both situations, which could 
have been used to initiate a deeper discussion on the subject matter. However, the campers were 
not encouraged to join or continue the discussion and some campers may have been discouraged 
by her comments. 
The counselors were observed in a variety of situations where their awareness of 
campers’ perspectives was either correct or completely amiss. This created a challenging 
assessment of their overall recognition of other perspectives. The counselors appeared to be 
focused on their own needs in situations where the campers’ needs or interests were overlooked. 
However, there were moments where the counselors appeared in tune with the campers. The 
counselors rarely shied away from displaying their silliness to the campers. The themes for the 
camp dance provided them with an opportunity to display their individuality. Yet, a counselor 
was also recognized for potentially misreading situations and oversharing her viewpoints with 
campers who were not mature enough to adequately reconcile different perspectives. The 
extended period of engagement provided a multitude of opportunities for observing social 
awareness. 
Summary 
Social awareness skills consist of an individual’s ability to recognize different 
perspectives and empathize with the needs of others. Individuals with this skill could display 
several behaviors, such as a welcoming and inclusive demeanor with both campers and fellow 
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staff members. A welcoming attitude could include smiling, acknowledgment of other people in 
the vicinity, or inquiring about an individual’s feelings. Inclusivity could be displayed by a 
counselor’s attempt to involve others in conversations or games. This study revealed several 
findings for this competency based on the interview responses and observations. 
The counselors indicated their belief that the campers were all unique individuals with 
varying needs. They spoke of adjusting their techniques to meet their needs during situations 
involving homesickness or when addressing camper-peer conflicts. The perspective that campers 
were distinct individuals was also reflected in the counselors’ belief that they possessed greater 
life experience and knowledge compared to the campers. Counselors intended to act cautiously 
when telling jokes or stories to reduce the chance of misinterpretation due to their limited life 
experience and maturity level. The observations revealed slight support regarding the counselors’ 
perspectives due to the inconsistent awareness that was demonstrated for their campers’ needs 
and interests throughout the program. 
The counselors indicated an interest with modeling self-confidence to the campers. They 
believed that displaying a confident demeanor and willingness to stand in front of a crowd were 
ways to impact the development of confidence among their campers. The observations revealed 
the counselors possessed the ability to behave in a silly, yet confident manner. Some counselors 
felt comfortable behaving this way in large group settings while other counselors were more 
reserved and displayed this behavior during small group interactions. The researcher perceived 
these behaviors as conducive to the intent of modeling self-confidence to the campers.  
The campers and researcher perspectives converged regarding the counselors’ ability to 
initially create a welcome and inclusive environment for campers. The campers felt their 
counselor created a welcoming atmosphere for everyone regardless of prior camp experience. 
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The campers connected their counselor’s friendly demeanor on the first day to their ability to 
create a welcoming environment. Counselors that smiled, said “hi”, and began conversing with 
them upon arrival were viewed favorably. The observations revealed the counselors behaved in 
this manner on the first day of camp each session. They greeted each camper with a smile, 
enthusiastically welcomed them to camp, and conversed throughout the check-in process.  
Self-Management 
The competency of self-management is comprised of the “ability to regulate one’s 
emotions, thoughts, and behaviors effectively in different situations” (CASEL, 2013a). 
Counselors with this skill set possess emotional regulation strategies that help them maintain a 
consistent, calm demeanor regardless of situations. These strategies could include taking several 
deep breaths before handling a stressful situation between campers or displaying a positive facial 
expression despite feeling upset. Campers described their counselors’ management techniques in 
various situations. Counselors indicated their management strategies and discussed the potential 
impact on campers when counselors did not regulate their emotions. The researcher was able to 
directly observe the management techniques exhibited by the counselors in several situations. 
Camper’s Perspectives 
The campers described their counselor’s general demeanor, but also provided insight into 
their counselor’s emotional regulation when handling challenging situations. Some campers 
identified nuanced emotional reactions demonstrated by their counselors while other campers 
suggested their counselor was generally happy throughout the program. The counselors’ ability 
to regulate their emotions and use specific management techniques were themes that emerged 
from the analysis. The campers’ descriptions of their counselor’s emotional reactions during 
issues led to a third theme. Two campers’ personal perspectives emerged as a minor theme here. 
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Major Theme #1: Counselors’ Emotional Regulation 
The campers described their counselors’ demeanor as relatively controlled. Specifically, 
four campers believed their counselors possessed the ability to control their emotion and not 
become “out of control”. Maria and Michelle were identified as counselors with the ability to 
maintain their composure regardless of the situation. The remaining campers described their 
counselors’ behavior as being consistently positive or showing situational emotional responses.  
The idea of consistent emotional behaviors emerged, as the campers indicated their 
counselor maintained a generally positive demeanor. These counselors did not display sadness, 
anger, or distressed emotions with the campers. Jane and Jenny recalled Holly acting primarily 
excited with her campers and not stressed. Kate indicated Holly maintained a consistent 
demeanor that did not display any emotions other than positive ones.  
You can’t see when she’s [Holly] like sad, or mad, or disappointed, or anything. 
(Kate) 
 
She [Holly] doesn’t ever get stressed or anything; not that we can tell. She always 
puts a smile on her face. (Jane) 
 
Kelly, Natalie, and Ruby indicated Maria never exhibited sad expressions or became 
upset. Rather, Maria maintained a happy disposition and displayed excitement with the campers 
during the program.  
She’s [Maria] never was really sad like about anything. Like she wasn’t like 
overly excited about anything, you can be happy but you don’t have to be like 
jumping up and down excited about something. Like she was just like enjoying it. 
She wasn’t sad. She wasn’t really excited. Like she was just happy. (Natalie)  
 
May recalled Michelle acting excited for her during the program and not becoming mad, 
sad, or annoyed with the campers. However, this perception could have come from the limited 
number of conflicts between campers. 
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Nobody’s like really tested it. She [Janet] hasn’t gotten like mad at us or anything 
at all, or annoyed or anything. Like that’s good. (May) 
 
Some counselors were described as having emotional reactions, both positive and 
negative, during certain situations at camp. Ava indicated Janet was primarily happy and upbeat 
but also became angry when another counselor played a trick on her. In this situation, Janet 
initially became anger with the counselor then laughed at the absurdity of the situation.  
This morning, like since it’s her [Janet] birthday today, her sister and one of her 
friends uh, came into our cabin and put glitter all over her. Uh she got mad but 
she like just laughed it off afterward. (Ava) 
 
Helen and Evelyn indicated Janet’s emotional regulation ebbed and flowed. Helen 
believed Janet’s frustration derived from camper conflicts. Evelyn recognized when Janet was 
not happy, especially when these feelings were discussed with the cabin group during the 
evening. However, she described Janet screaming with excitement as she opened care packages 
from her family. 
Sometimes you can see that she’s [Janet] not happy, not uh, completely not 
happy. Well, she talks about a lot of things that happened during the day, if the 
things that happened to her seem negative like you can tell that she’s not happy. 
(Evelyn) 
 
Some counselors displayed happiness during situations like the camp dance or directly 
with a camper. Ruby recalled Maria acting excited and having fun when dancing with the 
campers. While Natalie suggested Maria did not behave like an “angry old man”, the morning 
time may have been a time period when Maria was not overly excited. Ruby described Maria 
groggily and hastily arising the campers, as everyone needed to rush to breakfast.  
I’ve never really seen her [Maria] upset, except when she was like in the 
mornings, she was just like, “Get out of bed and hurry up. We gotta leave!” But 
like at the dance, she’s really like excited and happy. Like we, I danced with her. 
Like we were all like in a little group. (Ruby) 
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Michelle’s campers described both situational happiness and expressions of frustration. 
Laney recalled Michelle’s excitement upon completing her nametag and showing the campers. 
May indicated Michelle displayed happiness and excitement upon learning she was asked to the 
dance by another camper. May recalled Michelle smiling a lot and giving her advice about 
dressing for the dance. 
She [Michelle] was excited for me when I said I got a date to the dance. She was 
just smiling a whole lot, she was helping everybody getting ready for the dance. 
Like she was like, “Take a shower. You want to be all nice and clean.” (May) 
 
Michelle displayed excitement when the campers secured her date for the dance, but 
another camper recognized her periodic frustration and irritation. Carmen believed Michelle did 
not like change. This perception derived from Michelle’s upset reaction upon learning some 
camp protocols were altered and she did not learn the new arrangement due to missing staff 
training.  
She [Michelle] came back and like everything’s different. Like we’re like late to 
stuff and we think we have like cabin time or stuff like that in between stuff, we 
don’t anymore. She would be a little bit upset, frustrated with the change, but 
she’d get used to it. (Carmen) 
 
The campers indicated their counselors either maintained a consistently happy, calm 
demeanor throughout camp or they displayed emotional reactions but only in certain situations. 
The counselors primarily displayed positive emotions with few negative reactions. Some 
campers appeared to connect a lack of yelling, such as with Holly, as their ability to maintain a 
consistently happy attitude. The counselors’ ability to regulate their emotions was discussed by 
the campers in relation to the techniques they employed in their position. 
Major Theme #2: Counselors’ Self-Management Techniques 
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The campers identified 24 unique management strategies employed by their counselors 
when addressing personal stress or frustration. The strategies were divided into four categories: 
taking time for self, mental adaptation, involving others, and utilizing camp practices. 
Taking time for self was a technique identified by seven campers. Maria, Michelle, and 
Holly were believed to engage in this self-management strategy to maintain their emotional 
regulation. Michelle’s campers described her taking time to cool down, walking away from the 
group or activity for a few minutes, going to a secluded place in camp, or taking a nap.  
She [Michelle] just needs to just take a minute if she gets frustrated. When she’s 
sad, like she’ll like go by herself, she doesn’t like lash out at anybody. (Carmen) 
 
Holly’s campers believed she would lie in a lounge chair outside, sit down for a few 
minutes, or find some method for relieving her stress. Maria’s campers indicated she took naps 
and had “alone time”. These campers identified solitary activities the counselors engage in to 
relieve stress or deal with frustrating situations. 
She’s [Maria] pretty good at controlling her emotions, she likes to just, I think she 
likes to have like her alone time, but at the same time, she likes to interact with us, 
I guess. (Natalie) 
 
Mentally adapting to situations was another strategy identified by the campers. The 
campers for these four counselors identified specific mental strategies. Kelly suggested Maria 
deals with her frustrations or stress internally in order to reduce unnecessary reactions from 
campers. Michelle, Maria, and Janet’s campers believed laughing and joking about stressful or 
frustrating situations was another technique used by them.  
I think she [Michelle] would laugh because it was funny…Probably try to do 
something better to relieve the stress, I guess. I think she would try to do 
something or just laugh probably if, if she spilled paint all over herself – I think 
she would probably laugh. (Laney) 
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Jane thought Holly would attempt to forget about an upsetting situation and move on with 
her day. Similarly, Maria’s campers suggested this technique of pushing through the problem for 
her as well. Holly and Maria’s campers believed they choose happiness and a positive attitude 
over stress or frustration.  
She [Holly] would just shake it off and go on with her day, like try to make it 
better and forget about the stuff she did that made her mad or sad. You just have 
to forget about it and be happy. She hasn’t really acted sad or mad about anything. 
She’s able to control her emotions and think positive and happy. (Jane) 
 
Evelyn indicated Janet took opportunities to breathe and contemplate situations while the 
campers were occupied with another activity. The techniques identified here suggest the campers 
believed their counselors utilized mental strategies to address stress or frustration in their work at 
camp. 
‘Cause she [Janet] takes a break usually and tells everyone to read their book or 
something so she can think…I know she takes a lot of breathers sometimes. Like 
she takes a break from everything and just thinks. (Evelyn) 
 
Involving others was a third strategy suggested by these campers. The idea of involving 
other individuals was related to the campers as well as other counselors. Carmen suggested 
Michelle would have another counselor take over her activity for a few minutes while she took a 
few moments for herself. Kelly believed Maria would discuss a frustrating situation with another 
counselor.  
She [Maria] might talk to like another counselor. I don’t think she’d talk to us, 
so…I think she would handle it [issue] pretty well. (Kelly) 
 
However, Carmen indicated Michelle talked with the cabin group, which helped relieve 
Michelle’s stress. The campers described their counselors involving other individuals in their 
management strategy. 
I think what helps her [Michelle] is that she talks to us, like she can let it out and 
not be like super upset at the end of the day. (Carmen) 
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Utilizing camp practices was another strategy identified by the campers. Ava suggested 
Janet would create a new rule if campers were causing stressful or frustrating situations for her. 
Laney believed Michelle gave campers an alternative activity if they were misbehaving and 
frustrating her during an activity period.  
People usually listen to her [Michelle] so she would probably tell them to listen or 
go do something else if they’re not going to be interested in what they’re doing. 
(Laney) 
 
The most frequently identified practice employed by these counselors was calling out 
“hands up campers!” This phrase was used to gain the campers attention and quiet the group for 
instructions. Campers for Janet, Holly, Michelle, and Maria indicated their use of this technique 
as an easy way to gain their attention. This practice was used throughout the camp program. 
She [Janet] would probably like, you know, the hands up thing. Like then make 
everybody start payin’ attention. Like tell them to pay attention. (May) 
 
The counselors’ suggested management strategies ranged from intrapersonal to 
interpersonal techniques. The campers described specific techniques employed by their 
counselor. Some campers specifically witnessed their counselor utilizing a strategy, whereas 
other campers derived their response based on perceptions. The campers provided further 
information regarding their counselor’s emotional regulation abilities in relation to camper 
conflicts. 
Major Theme #3: Counselor Emotional Management during Conflicts 
The campers described their counselors’ reaction to situations involving misbehaving and 
inattentive campers. Counselor behaviors were perceived to fell on a spectrum of “neutral/lack of 
concern” to “bothered/irritated but not mad,” to “agitated/upset.”  
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The campers in Holly’s cabin described her reactions as primarily neutral. Her campers 
previously indicated her consistently happy, positive demeanor. This behavior continued and 
could also be seen in her emotional responses to potentially frustrating situations. For instance, 
Kate believed Holly would not confront a camper that misbehaved in another activity area, since 
they had most likely already been reprimanded by those staff.  
I don’t think she [Holly] could do much because it was later in the day. They 
[staff] probably already disciplined the camper down at that activity area. Like 
they probably made ‘em they probably kicked ‘em out or something, so that was 
probably already their discipline. She would probably just tell them not to do, not 
to do whatever you did again. (Kate) 
 
However, Jane suggested Holly would acknowledge the campers’ wrongdoing by simply 
instructing them not to misbehave again while maintaining a positive demeanor and not anger. 
Jenny believed Holly would “brush off” a camper’s frustrating behaviors but still instruct them to 
stop misbehaving. Furthermore, Jenny expected another counselor to step in to correct 
misbehaviors for Holly during an activity. Holly was described as primarily taking a neutral 
position and remaining calm, yet potentially dismissing camper behaviors. 
Someone else would yell at them. Well, not yell, like tell ‘em to stop. Not yell at 
them, tell them to stop – that’s what I mean. And sometimes she [Holly] would 
tell them to stop. Like just stop. Yes. In a normal [tone]…Well, probably the 
second choice – brush it off. (Jenny) 
 
The campers for Maria and Michelle described their “bothered” reactions to some 
situations. Kelly considered the type of incident as important to Maria’s reaction. She might 
overlook the situation if the misbehavior was minor whereas Maria would directly address and 
correct the camper for more serious matters.  
I’m not sure if she’d [Maria] go into like depending on how big it is. If like the 
camper, her camper was just doing something like, that the counselor just would 
tell ‘em like, “Hey, don’t do that.” Like if they were constantly, getting in trouble, 
she’d probably talk to them, she doesn’t make a really big deal about just a little 
bit of trouble. (Kelly) 
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Furthermore, both Kelly and Natalie indicated Maria would firmly instruct the campers to 
“stop!” their misbehavior. Kelly believed most people listened to Maria when she became 
serious. Similarly, Ruby suggested Maria would talk to the campers involved in any 
misbehavior-related issue. 
She [Maria] would probably talk to the camper because it’s her, in her cabin, she 
would ask what happened. Like she would say something it if she found out. Or, 
she would uh, talk to the uh, like counselor of that area where it happened. Like 
then if it’s like bad, she’ll talk about it. (Ruby) 
 
The campers in Michelle’s group described a similarly bothered reaction to Maria. Both 
Laney and May indicated Michelle used a stern voice to correct campers’ behaviors. May added 
that Michelle clapped her hands or snapped her fingers to gain campers’ attention. Laney 
indicated Michelle told campers to “behave” when they were misbehaving.  
She [Michelle] gets a little bit louder than normally, like it’s not super loud. Like 
you can tell when she’s being serious. I don’t know, not mean, like kind of stern 
voice to get everyone’s attention. (Laney) 
 
She’d [Michelle] say, “Hey,” [in a short tone] and then like snap or clap her 
hands. “You need to listen ‘cause if you don’t get this you’re gonna be lost and it 
will not be fun for you or anything.” Yeah I suppose kind of stern. (May) 
 
These reactions were relatively mild-mannered but the campers recognized Michelle was 
serious by her tone. Carmen also indicated a specific tone of voice emerged when Michelle was 
bothered. She had trouble fully describing the tone or conditions under which the tone was used. 
Carmen believed this tone was noticeable to the campers in the group. 
Yeah, it’s like an irritated tone, it’s not like, it’s kind of hard to explain. Like it’s 
not like super upset. Like how I’m talking right now, it’s kind of like relaxed and 
stuff. But if I was like [sitting up straight in chair], it’s really hard to explain, 
there’s just this tone. You can recognize it. (Carmen) 
 
Janet’s campers did not express the same level of agreement compared to the other 
counselors’ campers. Her emotional responses ranged from bothered to agitated. For instance, 
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Ava indicated Janet made stern statements and created new rules when campers misbehaved. 
However, when Janet was the subject of a practical joke her emotional response ranged from 
initial anger and yelling at a fellow counselor to heartedly laughing a short time later.  
This morning, like since it’s her [Janet] birthday today, her sister and one of her 
friends uh, came into our cabin and put glitter all over her. Like she got mad, but 
she like just laughed it off afterward. (Ava) 
 
Helen and Evelyn described Janet reacting negatively when campers misbehaved. Helen 
believed Janet was too frustrated to talk or deal with the campers or situation sometimes. Evelyn 
indicated Janet instructed campers to “be quiet”. Furthermore, Evelyn believed Janet would 
automatically side with her friends, and fellow counselors, in the activity area where a camper 
misbehaved. These campers’ perceptions of Janet’s emotional reactions varied more than other 
campers’ interpretations. 
She [Janet] would probably be mad at them and probably not want to talk to them. 
I don’t really know…She would tell us to listen and stuff, and do stuff. I don’t 
know. Eh, calm, kind of frustrated, just like she doesn’t want to deal with it that 
much. (Helen) 
 
She [Janet] has a lot of friends working at arts and crafts, she probably would be 
standing by that friend and being kind of mad too. (Evelyn) 
 
The campers described their counselors’ emotional reactions in various situations. These 
reactions covered a spectrum with one counselor displaying more neutral behaviors compared to 
the other three counselors’ bothered and agitated reactions. The recognition and interpretation of 
the counselors’ ability to manage their emotions illuminated the possibility of campers 
internalizing their behaviors. 
Minor theme: Campers’ Support Counselor’s Action 
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Two campers supported their counselor’s behaviors or actions as related to self-
management. The idea of copying the behavior of a counselor and connecting emotional 
regulation beyond the counselor emerged in their narratives. 
Most counselors dressed up for the weekly camp dance. Holly created this eclectic pink 
outfit that her campers really enjoyed. Jane was the most enthusiastic about the outfit. She 
thought the crazy outfit was “really cool”. Jane’s interest in the outfit continued as she 
considered “copying” Holly and wearing a similar outfit to school. The high probability of being 
teased by her fellow classmates did not deter her. Holly displayed a high level of enthusiasm 
while dressing in the outfit prior to the dance. 
She [Holly] was like, “Oh, this looks so awesome!” She was so excited. Like she 
had this crazy cupcake dress and then this like pink shirt, she had like a boa, a 
feather boa in her ponytail. Like she had this pink make-up on her eyes that was 
like wings, it was really cool. I would totally wear it for fun. I’d probably get 
made fun of [wearing the outfit to school] but I wouldn’t really care. (Jane) 
 
The ability to manage one’s emotions resonated with another camper. Laney believed 
Michelle possessed the ability to regulate her emotions during her job as a camp counselor. She 
recognized Michelle’s serious tone but knew this was not a mean tone of voice. Rather, Michelle 
could maintain her composure even when handling camper conflicts. This personal quality was 
appreciated, as she thought campers might become upset if their counselor did not possess the 
ability to regulate their emotional reactions to them. This recognition was extended to the general 
belief that the larger population would benefit from learning this skill. 
I think it’s a trait that everyone could have and it’s something that we could all 
learn from. Like it’s really nice to have a counselor who recognized that. I know 
if a counselor got mad at someone, I’m pretty sure they wouldn’t feel like happy 
or anything. (Laney) 
 
These campers expressed a greater desire to copy their counselor’s behavior outside of 
camp as well as hoping others would learn a skill demonstrated by their counselor. The campers 
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recognized the emotional reactions displayed by their counselors. Some campers believed their 
counselor was consistently happy in her demeanor. Other campers described their counselor 
displaying emotional reactions in a variety of situations, both positive and negative. Furthermore, 
the campers identified a series of management strategies employed by the counselors to address 
stressful or frustrating situations. The counselors displayed a range of emotional responses when 
addressing conflict-related situations. The campers recognized and perceived a range of 
emotional responses displayed by their counselors during direct and indirect interactions. 
Counselor’s Perspectives 
The counselors responded to questions pertaining to their management techniques and 
thought processes for handling stressful or frustrating situations, as well as the potential lessons 
campers might absorb from observing their counselors in these situations. The counselors 
described encountering stressful situations such as misbehaving or homesick campers in addition 
to personal feelings such as missing home or being tired. Three general themes emerged from the 
analysis connected to the counselors’ management techniques, admitted behaviors, and the 
impact on the campers.  
Major Theme #1: Counselors Employing Self-Management Techniques 
The counselors were initially asked to identify their particular coping mechanism when 
stressed, frustrated, or overly tired in their position. Across the interviews, a total of 22 unique 
self-management techniques were identified by counselors as actual practices they previously 
employed in stressful camp situations. These techniques could be divided into four categories: 
time for self, removing self from situation, seeking positivity, and other strategies.  
Taking time for self was identified by all four counselors as a primary mechanism for 
dealing with or guarding against stress at camp. The ability to take some time during the day was 
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an important method for the counselors to clear their minds, gain perspective, or simply have 
time alone to do an activity of their choice and not of the campers. The counselors reported doing 
the following activities: listening to music, playing a game on their phone, taking a nap, “just 
chilling out”, “doing my own thing”, reading a book, taking a shower, or simply going to the 
bathroom. Holly believed doing a “mindless” activity such as reading a book or making a 
friendship bracelet in the breezeway by her cabin was an easy way to have time to herself and 
relax while still being close enough to assist campers if needed. Maria found listening to acoustic 
guitar music while “chilling” alone was rejuvenating. The counselors each had different ways to 
find time for themselves near their cabin area or sneaking away to a more private space like the 
restroom area for some quiet time. 
I’m like “Maybe I need to like have them make friendship bracelets with my 
cabin mate. I’ll go talk to her. Maybe I need to chill out, have some alone time. 
Go to bed early tonight…I need to go shower, get away, have a little alone time. 
Like it’s never taken me super long to recover from getting frustrated. I don’t 
really need more than like 15-20 minutes of alone time. Just go chill out, do my 
own thing, play a game on my phone, just distract myself a little bit. Then I go 
back and I’m fine…Usually when I need to step out, I try to do it at a time where 
they are distracted, during cabin time when they are like running around.” (Janet) 
 
If I do have time then I’ll just like chill and listen to some like must with tons of 
guitar or somethin’. Like acoustic guitar and that will calm me down. (Maria) 
 
Removing self from situation was equally mentioned by the counselors as a primary 
strategy for handling stress at camp. The counselors regularly encountered situations that could 
become stressful, whether involving campers or fellow staff members. These counselors 
indicated the need to walk away from the situation for a period of time in order to calm 
themselves or gain perspective on the situation. The ability to walk away from the situation was 
not always easy, as another counselor needed to be available to watch the campers. When Janet 
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became stressed with her campers’ behavior, she asked the counselor in the neighboring cabin to 
supervise the group for a few minutes.  
I would get super frustrated with my campers and I’d go to my cabin mate and be 
like, “Hey, Mia is being really particularly awful today. She seems to like you, so 
would you mind sitting her and coloring with her for a little bit while I go to the 
bathroom and cool off?” (Janet) 
 
Similarly, Holly asked another counselor to step in for her during the activity period 
while she stepped out of the building for a “minute or two”. She preferred to use a break period 
rather than leaving her campers but that was not always an option. The counselors mentioned 
going to places that were private such as bathrooms or to their cabins. The amount of time 
needed when “stepping away” ranged for these counselors. Janet needed approximately 15-20 
while Holly ideally sought to use her 30-minute break, whereas Michelle required a few minutes 
to regain composure.  
The first thing I do uh, almost every time, especially if it’s like a frustration and 
not just, you know, being tired, I have to remove myself from the situation, when 
I can obviously…once you like get, you know, a little like half-hour break, it’s 
good to step out for a minutes, even if I’m just like in my cabin and like I’m 
frustrated uh, with the situation. I try to just like go outside my cabin where I can 
still supervise. (Holly) 
 
I usually try and remove myself from the situation. Maybe take a nap or like a 
shower. Sort of get out of the cabin for like a couple minutes at least, use the 
bathroom. (Michelle) 
 
Seeking positivity during stress was identified as a method for addressing stress 
particularly when campers were directly involved or in the vicinity of the stressful event. 
Throughout the interview the counselors acknowledged the importance of being a positive role 
model for their campers and this extended into their approach for seeking positivity over 
negativity. Both Maria and Holly believed counselors should put on their “happy face” even 
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when they were feeling stressed, sad, or frustrated. Maria wanted to demonstrate she was a 
strong, positive figure for her campers and did not want to cause them to worry.  
It’s like putting a happy face on for the campers, like you’re such a role model for 
them… like you need to put on a brave face. (Maria) 
 
Holly preferred to demonstrate positivity and act “silly”, which led to a more pleasant 
atmosphere. Michelle took a slightly different approach and pretended “nothing was wrong” with 
her campers even though she was stressed. Typically, this use of pretend reduced Michelle’s 
stress and left her feeling better about the problem. The counselors primarily sought a positive 
attitude for the benefit of the campers, yet this technique appeared to also help the counselors 
reduce their immediate stress level. 
I’ve been in stressful situations but it’s never been like…anything that I couldn’t 
like pretend and I could never not pretend that it was okay. Like pretend that I 
wasn’t tired, pretend that I wasn’t like wanting to go home. I could always, if a 
camper came up, I could always just pretend to be completely fine. I think 
pretending to be, that you’re fine you end up being fine after all. (Michelle) 
 
Other techniques were identified by different counselors. Janet and Holly sought help 
from their fellow counselors for conversations and consolation. Additionally, these two 
counselors recognized the importance of obtaining enough sleep at night. A tired counselor was 
not able to do her best work and could become irritable much more quickly. Holly and Maria 
frequently took deep breaths and repeated a mantra to themselves when they became stressed. 
This mantra was simply saying the words “okay” or “it’s gonna be okay” several times then 
proceeding with the actions necessary for that issue.  
“It’s not as bad as you think it is. It’s not as bad as you think it is. It’s gonna be 
okay. We have a job to do. Let’s get on with it.” Sometimes like little girls will 
come up to me and be like, “Maria, I left my swimsuit somewhere and I don’t 
know where it is.” And then you’re like, (taking a deep breath) and they’re like 
“ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha.” And it’s like, “Okay, it’s all good. We’re gonna do this. 
We’re gonna find the swimsuit.” (Maria) 
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While taking the deep breaths and repeating a mantra, these two counselors also 
processed the situation. This process allowed them to either compartmentalize the situation and 
determine its level of importance for addressing the situation right then and there. Holly 
identified the highest number of self-management techniques and described herself as trying to 
be as “self-aware” as possible.  
If I can’t go on break for a while, it’s important to kind of come, be able to 
compartmentalize. “Okay, like we got to get to supper,” you know. Like put on a 
happy face. Like while you still have the energy. (Holly) 
 
The counselors described several techniques that previously used during stressful or 
frustrating situations. The techniques were categorized into taking time for self, removing self 
from situation, seeking positivity during stress, and other techniques. These strategies did not 
guarantee consistent management, as the counselors described their momentary emotional 
reactions in various camp-related situations. 
Major Theme #2: Counselors Admit to Displaying Negative Reactions toward Others 
The ability to maintain composure in all situations and under all circumstances may be 
difficult to expect of any individual. The counselors were not directly asked if or how they may 
have behaved in an emotional (positive or negative) manner with campers or other counselors. 
However, as they described how they managed their stress, the counselors admitted to displaying 
a negative emotional response toward the campers or fellow staff members. Their descriptions 
revealed their process of recognition. 
The action of having a short temper or responding to another individual in a sharp tone 
was primarily indicated as the way the counselors displayed a negative emotional response. The 
counselors knew behaving in this manner was not an acceptable action but upon their reaction 
attempted to process the situation. Maria described a time when she acted “snippy” toward a 
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fellow counselor but later realized that was not the best way to handle the situation in front of the 
campers. As a result, she contemplated the campers’ reaction to her behavior and did not want to 
be viewed as a “grouchy” person.  
I’ve definitely gotten snippy with like fellow counselors, then its like, 
“Mmm…no I shouldn’t be doin’ that. That’s not cool.” Like it’s just like, “Oh its 
okay.” It’s like putting a happy face on for the campers. Like you’re such a role 
model for them, if they see you bein’ all grouchy ‘cause you’re tired then they’re 
just gonna be like, “Well, you know what?” [crosses arms over chest with pouting 
face] (Maria) 
 
Holly suggested the act of cohabitating with counselors and campers elicited periodic 
frustrations due to living together in small quarters for extended periods of time. Insignificant 
differences or traits can fester and become larger issues. When these issues arise, Holly 
attempted to evaluate her frustration to understand the underlying issue. Janet had one cabin 
group that was particularly challenging and she believed those campers recognized her 
frustration level. Holly and Janet both indicated their negative emotional response never 
involved yelling at the campers.  
I try not to let the campers see it. But that week, it was particularly awful. Big 
cabin talk. Like that was one case where I got frustrated but I didn’t yell at them. 
Like they could tell that I was stressed. Usually, I try and not let the campers see 
it. I’m pretty good at keeping a calm front…I don’t think other than that week, 
any camper has seen me get super frustrated. I still didn’t get angry and yell at 
‘em, even though I was really mad. (Janet) 
 
These two counselors believed their lack of yelling was an indicator that they were able 
to outwardly manage their emotions with the campers even though they demonstrated some level 
of frustration in the moment. Michelle indicated previous incidents where she directed a negative 
emotional response toward her campers. These moments were believed to be short, “a two-
second thing”, that occurred only when she was extremely stressed.  
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Like sometimes I take it out on campers, if I’m really, really stressed out, I’ll get a 
little snippy or something, which isn’t the best. Like it usually doesn’t affect, it’s 
usually like a two-second thing and they never remember it. (Michelle) 
 
The counselors acknowledged their negative emotional displays toward others, but 
attempted to reconcile their behavior quickly and move on. Some counselors believed their focus 
on not yelling demonstrated their management ability whereas another counselor contemplated 
the impact and sought to improve their behavior. This behavioral perception led to further 
discussion regarding the lasting impact on the campers. 
Major Theme #3: Impact of Counselors’ Emotional Responses on Campers 
The counselors acknowledged that campers indeed were observant and impressionable. 
Thus, the idea that campers could be impacted by their counselor’s emotional behaviors was 
indicated. The impact they described focused on two perspectives from the counselors: the 
campers’ perception of the counselor and the campers’ internationalization of counselors’ 
behavior. 
The display of emotional behaviors was believed to create a negative counselor image. 
This situation was not ideal and the counselors attempted to control their emotions in order to 
reduce negative perceptions of themselves with the campers. This perspective appeared to be at 
the forefront of Janet’s mind as she recalled a personal camp experience where the counselors 
lacked emotional regulation skills. She described those counselors as unable to console homesick 
campers as well as individuals that chose to fulfill their needs rather than their campers’ needs. 
These situations impacted Janet at a young age and propelled her to behave differently with her 
own campers.  
The counselors didn’t know what to do…I’m pretty sure it was a newer program 
and she was freaking out. Like the counselors there didn’t have the bond that the 
counselor had here…Instead of trying to handle the problem on their own, like we 
try and do here. We try and handle it on our own before we call in family or call 
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in anybody else to help take care of the problem. Like they had no idea what to 
do. Mariah sat on the floor of the shower and cried for two hours. (Janet) 
 
Holly’s perspective did not stem from her personal camp experience. Instead, she sought 
to create a peaceful environment where the campers did not fear her. This feeling encouraged her 
to respond calmly when campers were misbehaving. The counselors wanted the campers to view 
them positively and attempted to control their emotions so that this image was upheld.  
If you’re being kind of like the role model for that, like you’re not gonna have a 
well behaved cabin if you’re being a hypocrite, you know? Like if you expect 
them to be calm and quiet and you’re like, you get super mad at the drop of a pin, 
you know? (Holly) 
 
A second element encouraging these counselors to act in a controlled manner focused on 
limiting the “internalization” of negative emotions by the campers. The counselors suggested 
that their display of negative emotions could be misinterpreted by the campers. Michelle 
believed youth may have difficulty rationalizing adult’s behaviors particularly when that adult is 
directing negative emotional behaviors toward them. She felt adults could easily contemplate the 
potential reasons for those behaviors such as the person was having a bad day or simply being 
stressed out. Conversely, youth do not yet possess the mental framework yet to understand the 
reason for that adult’s emotional reactions.  
I know how if I was that young, how it would feel to have like someone I really 
look up to, ‘cause I know they really look up to us, and to have someone who’s 
been super nice all week, all of a sudden snap at me. I think I would feel so like 
upset. I just try not to do it. I just know how upsetting it is when that stuff 
happens, when you’re a kid, you can’t rationalize. Like now I can sort of, if a 
teacher’s being, you know, super annoying or something, like they’re having a 
bad day, I can kind of be like, “Ugh, they probably just, they’re stressed out or 
something.” A kid can’t do that yet. You have to be aware that what you do really 
actually does affect them. I think that’s why I do it [pretend everything is fine]. 
(Michelle) 
 
Maria recalled a moment when she cried and the campers could not understand her 
emotional response to a happy camp event. This event was the final camp event for that summer, 
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which saddened Maria. These campers worried something bad occurred causing her sadness. In 
this moment, Maria recognized the need to maintain composure in order to ensure her campers 
received the positive attention required at the time.  
At the very last candlelight ceremony, I remember I cried. Like it was the last one. 
It was so sad, and all the other campers were like, “Oh my gosh. What’s wrong? 
No, Maria.” Its like, “No, it’s okay. I had a really great time.” And they’re like, “I 
don’t understand.” Like you do have to be careful whenever you get emotional. 
(Maria) 
 
While most counselors agreed campers can be impacted by the counselors, Michelle 
initially suggested her campers were not affected by her “snippy” behavior. She felt the short 
response would not be remembered by them. Both Janet and Holly indicated their emotional 
responses were controlled when they were frustrated since they did not yell at the campers. 
Emotional responses whether a terse attitude or tears, was still identified by these counselors as 
potentially impactful upon the campers. 
Researcher’s Observations 
The counselors were observed during both structured and unstructured activities, but 
there were periods of time when observations were not possible such as the long staff break 
during the late evening hours. This period of time may have been used by the counselors to fully 
address their stresses or frustrations compared to other observable times of day. The counselors 
did demonstrate the use of some management strategies identified during their interviews.  
Major Theme #1: Counselors’ Personal Management Techniques 
The counselors were engaged in various situations where personal management strategies 
were observed. Most counselors demonstrated some of the techniques described in their 
interview. The three strategies primarily utilized were taking time for self, mentally adapting, 
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and involving others. There were moments when the counselors did not employ their 
management strategies and displayed a disinterested demeanor with the campers. 
Taking time for self was a technique utilized by Janet and Maria. Janet swam in the lake 
during her cabin group activity then returned to the cabin with the girls afterward. The camp 
schedule allocated 15 minutes of cabin time between the cabin group activity and the second 
activity period during the afternoon. An observation was conducted at the waterfront and then 
another observation was scheduled for the early portion of the next activity period. The activity 
period began and Janet had not arrived at her station yet. The station became extremely busy, as 
a large number of campers were interested in fishing that afternoon. Janet arrived at the activity 
station approximately 30 minutes later. Her appearance differed from earlier, as her hair was 
washed, blow dried, and make-up was re-applied. Janet appeared to take extra time for herself 
beyond the 15-minute period allocated in the schedule. The other staff located at this station did 
not display any response to her late arrival. 
I had been seated watching the campers for a while, when out of the corner of my 
eye I saw Janet approaching from my right. She walked over to the Outdoor Ed 
staff member and started helping with getting bait on the fishing poles. Janet 
looked a lot different than when she left the waterfront. It appeared she did more 
than a quick change. Her make-up was fixed and her hair was dry and 
straightened. This activity period had begun long before she arrived. I believe she 
arrived around 3:30pm so I wondered if she showered and changed. Her cabin 
mate is also assigned to this activity area and I did not see her when I first arrived 
either. 
 
Another element of taking time for oneself was the opportunity to nap during the rest 
hour. I intended to conduct an observation of Janet during a rest hour but was unable to complete 
one. Upon arrival the campers informed me that Janet was napping inside the cabin while they 
conversed outside. A similar situation occurred on the final day of camp, but this did not happen 
  
149 
during a formal observation. Janet was “laying down” with her cabin mate during the final cabin 
time period when I attempted to follow up with her about the week’s activities.  
Last session I attempted to observe during rest hour but the counselor was 
napping when I arrived, thus not engaged with the campers. 
 
The technique of taking time for self was also identified when Maria utilized her time to 
read a book while the campers were hanging out in the cabin. The group received extra cabin 
time to do their cabin group activity, thus the campers sat together on their bunks talking and 
laughing. Maria sat, propped up in the corner of her bed covered with a blanket, but with a clear 
line of sight to the campers. She proceeded to read a book for the period until she was called 
away by another counselor. The campers entertained themselves but periodically became overly 
rambunctious. When this happened, Maria looked up from her book and vocally corrected the 
campers’ behavior then returned to her reading as they settled down. 
Maria was seated on her top bunk, under some blankets, reading when I entered 
the cabin…After giving me the tape, she climbed back up to her bunk and 
proceeded to get settled in again with her book. She propped herself up in the 
corner so she was facing her campers. Maria did not interact with her campers 
during the time I was in the cabin. Only one time when the girls were getting a 
little rowdy and clapping their hands did Maria become engaged.  
 
Mentally adapting is a second strategy observed among these counselors. Holly and 
Maria appeared to be task-oriented at various times when campers were amassed. Holly 
maintained a calm demeanor regardless of the situation. For instance, while positioned at a 
station where campers brought their tye-dyed shirts for bagging (i.e. overnight storage), she 
focused on quickly getting the shirts placed in bags without becoming stressed about the number 
of campers waiting in her line. A problem arose when the bags ran out and the other counselors 
could not find more. Holly ran to obtain another box, then quickly returned and began her task 
again without hesitation. 
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Holly is getting a lot of shirts in the bag, there are six girls waiting to put their 
shirts in the bags. She is having girls put their shirts in one at a time, but doesn’t 
look at the campers in the process. She asks another counselor for more bags, but 
they don’t know where to find them. She runs off to find them. She returns and 
appears to be focused on the task here. She is calmly getting the shirts in bags 
when more than three girls are waiting, she doesn’t show a frown or slanted eyes, 
never rolls her eyes or uses negative words. 
 
Maria demonstrated mental adaptation by acting silly or laughing at herself in different 
situations. During her tye-dye observation, Maria was observed singing a song lyric aloud while 
trying to show a group of campers a particular design technique. She still appeared slightly 
stressed, but this expression of silliness appeared to be her adaptive reaction to the situation. 
There are over 20 campers here now and Maria’s campers have come through 
here. Maria is helping at the rubber band station, she is actively engaged with the 
campers there. She is showing them how to make the design while they wait for 
more rubber bands to arrive. All of a sudden Maria loudly states to a camper, 
“you are a star, that’s what you are,” which is a song lyric from a popular song. 
The rubber bands are brought over and she grabbed them. Campers dissipated 
quickly toward the dye station after finishing the band wrapping. The moments 
when she was interacting (with the campers) was at the rubber band station and 
she sounded upbeat but still slightly stressed. 
 
Maria’s ability to laugh at herself was observed during a club outing when the group took 
a hike to learn the history of the property. The historical information was discussed at each stop 
and Maria periodically added anecdotes. For example, she was describing architectural details 
for a statue when she could not recall a building name that had the same design. She attempted to 
remember the name and looked toward the other counselors. When the name was identified, she 
laughed out loud and moved on with her discussion. 
We stopped at the garden entrance, Maria provided a lot of details about the 
history of the statues. She began stumbling with her words and looked toward the 
counselors for help but they couldn’t remember either. I realized what she was 
trying to say, and stated the name, to which she replied, “Oh yeah that’s it! That 
was embarrassing,” as she laughed nervously. She composed herself and finished 
describing the details of the statues and art to the campers. The campers had no 
reaction except staring at the counselors and me; we were seated across from 
them. 
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The ability to mentally adapt was not always observed even though a counselor indicated 
a strong propensity to make that adjustment. During Michelle’s interview, she indicated an 
ability to “fake” her feelings or demeanor when feeling unhappy. The observation of her 
demeanor during the unit team games did not demonstrate this management strategy. The 
campers on her team were fully engaged in the games unlike Michelle. She followed the team, 
but primarily remained outside the activity rather than participating like other counselors. 
Michelle’s demeanor was solemn and disinterested, as she never smiled, laughed, or displayed 
positive emotions during the activities. This behavior differed from her suggested technique of 
concealing any negative feelings in the moment. 
Michelle and the other counselor on the team stand off to the side talking for a 
majority of the activity. Michelle will gather the items the campers bring back to 
their line each time (steal the bacon), but this appears to be her only interaction 
with the campers. She does not appear to be enjoying the activity. She does not 
display enthusiasm, excitement, or an overall positive demeanor. During the 
second game (tug of war), counselors appear to be encouraging their campers 
throughout the activity. Similar to the first activity, Michelle does not show overt 
enthusiasm. 
 
Involving others was the third strategy observed in some counselors. Michelle and Maria 
requested assistance from their fellow counselors during two situations. Michelle worked with 
approximately 6-8 campers for the cabin group project. This was her first time engaged with this 
project due to an earlier absence from camp. Thus, Michelle was unfamiliar with the project and 
became frustrated when she was unable to provide the campers with clear instructions or 
guidance. First, she attempted to obtain assistance from a nearby counselor. However, this 
counselor did not help, as I observed them walking away while Michelle called out their name. 
She attempted to work through the problem, but ultimately requested assistance from yet another 
counselor. This counselor explained the project to Michelle, then provided additional 
information to the campers. Throughout this process, Michelle did exhibit a frustrated demeanor 
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of frowning, whining, and shakiness in her voice. Nonetheless, she continued to seek assistance 
from fellow counselors in order to help the campers. 
Michelle appears to be flustered and frustrated with the activity right from the 
start. When the groups separated, she didn’t know what to tell her campers 
(regarding instructions or suggestions). She had a confused look on her face, then 
she tried to ask the counselor next to her for help. This counselor walked away 
from her after a minute and Michelle loudly whined the counselor’s name. She 
went back to her group then walked over to another counselor. This counselor 
came over and demonstrated an approach for starting the project to the group. 
 
The tye-dye activity was always a popular project for campers. The beginning of the 
activity period was typically the busiest time, as the campers were eager to design their shirts. 
Maria was stationed in a similar position as Holly where the campers brought their completed 
shirts for bagging and storage. Upon arrival at the activity, I noticed Maria walking around with 
a frustrated facial expression. She was requesting help from another counselor. This was the only 
request indicated during that observational period, but no counselors appeared to respond to her 
at that time. Later, Holly was observed at the bagging station and Maria moved to a different 
station. 
“I need some help!” Maria says in frustration, as I’m walking up to the activity 
area. Maria was bagging the dyed shirts and there was a line of campers waiting 
to place their soaked shirts in the garbage bags. I didn’t notice anyone jumping in 
to help her during this time of frustration. She appeared to work through the 
situation on her own. A little while later I noticed Maria walking around so she 
must have switched stations with another counselor and it appears Holly has taken 
over the bagging task. 
 
The counselors displayed different management strategies during stressful or frustration 
situations at camp. The demonstration of these strategies (taking time for self, mentally adapting, 
and involving others) did not automatically indicate their successful management of emotions 
during the issue. While Maria attempted to involve others when she sought assistance, her own 
focus in the moment may have contributed to her ability to work through the challenging 
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situation. Furthermore, the counselors’ choice to take time for themselves may have impacted 
others such as Janet’s choice to arrive 30 minutes late to her activity area. The camp scheduled 
breaks during the evening hours for the cabin counselors: a short break was offered before dinner 
and a longer break was scheduled after campers’ bedtime. Most counselors gathered together in a 
building away from the campers during the short break where they were observed reading or 
talking. The late evening long break was never observed due to the time of day. 
Summary 
Self-management skills involve an individual’s ability to properly regulate their 
emotions, thoughts, and behaviors in various situations. Individuals with this skill set could have 
the ability to maintain their composure in challenging, stressful, or frustrating circumstances 
despite the presence of such emotions. A component of self-management involves the utilization 
of strategies or techniques that help an individual maintain a calm disposition. Counselors could 
demonstrate this skill when taking a deep breath before speaking in front of a large crowd or 
before addressing a camper conflict. This study revealed several techniques utilized by the 
counselors to manage challenging situations or feelings. 
The counselors generally believed the campers were impressionable and could be 
negatively impacted if counselors lost their temper, which they indicated had occurred during 
previous summers. The counselors described the need to conceal their negative feelings to ensure 
that campers’ experienced a positive, happy environment. The counselors were concerned the 
campers could misinterpret their emotional behaviors, thus they preferred to display a constant 
positive disposition or pretend issues did not exist. The counselors were not always able to 
maintain this demeanor, as some campers described, and the researcher observed, the counselors 
expressing irritable or agitated behaviors. 
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The campers, counselors, and researcher collectively identified over two dozen unique 
techniques that counselors were believed to use in challenging situations. The three perspectives 
converged on three general strategies: taking time for self, mentally adapting, and involving 
others. The campers described counselors sitting off to the side, choosing happiness over 
negativity, and asking another counselor to briefly watch their cabin group. The counselors 
indicated previously taking time to read a book, displaying a happy face, and asking another 
counselor for help. The observations confirmed some techniques including: counselors reading a 
book while campers were engaged in activities and asking for help from fellow counselors. The 
researcher noticed counselors mentally adapted to stressful situations when they displayed a 
focused, task-oriented demeanor.  
The campers and counselors identified significantly more unique techniques than were 
actually observed. The researcher believed the counselors may have utilized the other techniques 
outside of the observational periods or during specific times of day when observations were not 
feasible, such as the late night, long break that was scheduled for the staff. The counselors 
demonstrated the ability to manage their emotions in some, but not all, situations, as some 
counselors were observed behaving in a manner contrary to their intentions. 
Self-Awareness 
The competency of self-awareness is comprised of one’s “ability to accurately recognize 
one’s emotions and thoughts and their influence on behavior” (CASEL, 2013a). Outcomes 
related to this skill set may be challenging to discern due to the internal recognition process that 
is involved. The behaviors and actions exhibited by individuals could provide clues regarding 
their recognition capabilities prior to displaying emotional responses. Individuals that possess 
this skill set might contemplate their feeling prior to a reaction or display a consistent neutral 
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temperament regardless of situation. Counselors demonstrating this skill set would have the 
ability to recognize upset, angry, or stressed feelings prior to their reaction. Campers described 
their counselors’ emotional responses to various situations while counselors indicated their 
ability to recognize their emotions. The researcher described the counselors’ demeanor during 
the observational periods. 
Camper’s Perspectives 
The campers responded to questions pertaining to how their counselor might recognize 
their own emotions and resulting behaviors. The questions specifically asked the campers to 
describe how their counselor might recognize their emotions and how they would react in 
frustrating situations, such as practical jokes or “bad days”. The campers were able to respond to 
the questions connected to perceived emotional reactions to situations. However, half of the 
campers misinterpreted the first and last question inquiring about their counselor’s personal 
recognition. Further analysis of these responses indicated a clear split between ages, camp 
attendance, and number of counselors represented in the ‘misinterpretation’ and ‘correct’ 
interpretation groups. The campers comprising the misinterpretation group were Kelly, Natalie, 
and Ruby (Maria); Kate and Jenny (Holly); and Ava (Janet). The correct interpretation group 
included Evelyn and Helen (Janet); Carmen, Laney, and May (Michelle); and Jane (Holly). The 
campers that misinterpreted the questions primarily described the way their counselor would 
recognize and address campers’ emotional problems. Interestingly, four campers indicated no 
major issues had occurred for them to connect to their counselor’s emotional recognition. 
Therefore, the data for these two questions was dismissed as a result of the significant number of 
campers that misinterpreted these questions. 
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The remaining responses provided other pertinent information regarding the emotional 
awareness of counselors. A common theme emerged during this analysis related to the campers’ 
description of their counselor’s general demeanor as well as situational behaviors. A minor 
theme indicated some campers possessed personal expectations of their counselor and her 
behaviors. 
Major Theme #1: Description of Counselors’ Demeanor 
The campers described the counselors as generally happy, positive individuals across the 
interviews. Several campers experienced difficulty with trying to imagine their counselor 
becoming extremely angry due to limited actual events. However, some campers recalled 
specific moments when their counselor displayed emotional reactions. Some counselors were 
remembered for their overall happy demeanor while other counselors were described as 
displaying various emotions in different situations.  
The campers frequently suggested their counselor was overall or generally a happy, 
positive individual in this setting. Some campers like Jane, Kate, and Jenny, could not imagine 
Holly ever yelling at them or other campers. Jane’s belief was related to Holly’s treatment of her 
throughout the program. Holly was consistently nice to her, thus Jane resisted any notion of 
Holly displaying an angry reaction. 
She’s [Holly] really nice. It’s like impossible for me to think of it [screaming] in 
my head. She’s been so nice to me. (Jane) 
 
I’ve never seen her [Holly] upset, she doesn’t show it even when things hit rock 
bottom, it’s she never gets upset…I don’t think she would yell. I’ve never heard 
her yell. (Kate) 
 
The general happiness of counselors was also described by Maria’s campers when they 
referred to her good sense of humor and tendency to laugh. Kelly and Natalie indicated Maria 
frequently joked with the campers during both serious and light-hearted moments. Kelly recalled 
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a day when Maria walked past her group of friends and jokingly instructed the girls to “Go to 
bed!” in the middle of the day. Natalie suggested Maria laughed at herself and always laughed at 
her campers’ jokes.  
I think she [Maria] would laugh ‘cause she’s kind a person like that herself. I 
noticed that. She likes to do jokes and stuff…when we were for our club group, 
she was just very like laughy, she would laugh at all our jokes, she’s just like a 
person like that kind of person. (Natalie) 
 
Some campers suggested the lack of issues with their counselor made conceptualizing a 
different reaction a difficult task for them. Jenny, May, and Laney indicated no serious incidents 
occurred, thus they could not imagine their counselor behaving in a mean manner. Jenny never 
witnessed Holly behaving in a manner other than happy and calm. 
I don’t ever see her [Holly] angry, I don’t ever see her sad…If she was upset she 
would still be nice…Like she’s really calm. I haven’t seen her uncalm about 
anything. (Jenny) 
 
May indicated the campers in her group had not really tested Michelle or caused a 
significant issue to warrant a different response from her. Similarly, Laney corroborated the lack 
of major issues within the cabin group. Therefore, both campers believed any negative situation 
involving practical jokes or bad luck would be met with a positive disposition from Michelle. 
I’m not really sure, nobody has done anything to test that. Like we like nice 
Michelle, we’ve never seen mean Michelle. (May) 
 
We haven’t really had anything where she [Michelle] was mad, so I don’t know. I 
think she would laugh because it was pretty funny. (Laney) 
 
The campers identified situations where their counselors displayed other emotional 
responses. Ruby and Carmen recalled their counselors becoming tired in the middle of the day. 
They could tell their counselor wanted to sleep during the rest hour by her fatigued demeanor. 
Carmen described Michelle periodically having an irritable tone at the end of the day. She 
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believed the campers noticed this distinct tone as well. Michelle never “exploded” on the 
campers due to her ability to cool down. 
When she [Michelle] gets upset, like she like cools down. Like she would 
definitely get more irritated, you can tell by the end of the day like how irritated 
she is. Like a tone in her voice, sometimes she’s like peppy and stuff, really 
upbeat, when she’s not, you can tell by the way she’s like talking. Like it’s not 
rude, it’s just the way she’s talking. (Carmen) 
 
Similarly, Ava indicated Janet became upset but possessed the ability to cool down. 
Evelyn and Helen described a practical joke that Janet experienced during the week. In this 
situation, Janet’s initial reaction was to yell at the counselor that told the joke. However, Janet’s 
campers also recalled situations where she displayed great enthusiasm such as a time when she 
received a care package. Evelyn noticed behavioral changes based on Janet’s facial expressions 
or during the cabin conversations when Janet talked about her day. 
They blew glitter everywhere on her [Janet] bed, she was really mad this 
morning…She’s like, “I’m gonna hurt you,” or something like that. ‘Cause it 
happens, then they ran out…She gets mad and she says, “I haven’t had a very 
good day ‘cause I hooked myself with the hook and uh, I lose things.” She loses 
things every day, Heather comes in and finds it right there. The way she acts like 
her face or something. Like if it’s smiling like when her mom and grandma uh, 
she got a present from them this week, she was all excited. (Helen) 
 
I think she’s pretty good at it. Like sometimes you can see that she’s not happy 
not uh, completely not happy. Like if the things that happened to her seem 
negative you can tell that she’s not happy. (Evelyn) 
 
These campers recognized and described their counselor’s emotional reaction to various 
situations. Some campers indicated their counselor maintained a happy, positive disposition 
throughout the program whereas other campers identified certain periods of time when their 
counselor behaved otherwise. In some cases, campers described behaviors they expected the 
counselors should exhibit. 
Minor theme: Expectations for Counselors’ Behaviors 
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Most campers spoke of their counselor in terms of actual or anticipated behaviors based 
on their interactions or situations that occurred at camp. Five campers provided distinct 
perspectives regarding the expected behaviors that counselors should exhibit in this role. 
The expectations provided by these campers pertained to their perception of the role of 
the counselor as a knowledgeable and responsible adult individual. Kate connected Holly’s 
ability to maintain her composure to her belief that counselors should not display their emotions 
in front of campers. She suggested that campers become uncomfortable and uncertain when their 
counselor becomes upset and cries. In this situation, the campers are unsure of an appropriate 
reaction and uncertain of what they can do to assist their counselor. Kate believed Holly gained 
this skill through her experience as a camp counselor with this program. 
She’s [Holly] been around campers for a long time, she kind of has learned along 
the way that you don’t show your emotions, I mean, to the campers. It’s okay to 
show your emotions, just not like in front of them ‘cause that might make them a 
little bit stressed out and weird. ‘Cause, or make them feel funny. Like when your 
counselor crises, it’s kind of like, “Oh what do I do now?” You don’t know what 
to say. You don’t know what to do. (Kate) 
 
Carmen presented a similar perspective with a broader distinction. Rather than simply 
connecting the expected behavior to a counselor’s knowledge and experience, she viewed their 
behavior in terms of a “responsible adult”. Carmen described Michelle’s behavior as sometimes 
irritable but primarily relaxed and happy. She anticipated that Michelle maintained her 
composure even in situations that caused stress, frustration, or embarrassment. This behavioral 
reaction was identified as the appropriate manner for handling such situations rather than losing 
one’s cool. 
She [Michelle] would get upset, I think anyone would pretty much. Like when she 
gets upset, like she like cools down. Like that’s what like a responsible adult 
would do. Like you don’t want to be screaming at someone. Like she’d just like, 
like rationally tell them that that was like really mean. They shouldn’t do that to 
anyone. (Carmen) 
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The idea of handling emotional reactions like a responsible adult was somewhat 
supported by Kelly. She described Maria’s potential reaction to a practical joke situation and 
indicated an upset or angry demeanor was a normal reaction.  
She’d [Maria] probably get like kind of mad at them, not like angry. Like 
everyone gets mad at that kind of thing. (Kelly) 
 
However, the recognition of such emotions was the important factor for Laney’s 
perception of appropriate counselor behaviors. She believed camp counselors were generally 
self-aware and thought a lack of self-awareness was problematic. Laney believed Michelle was 
aware of her behaviors and emotions but spoke more about this trait as an important feature for 
individuals that worked with youth. She imagined a camper would get upset if a counselor lashed 
out unnecessarily at them whereas a self-aware counselor would maintain their composure.  
I’ve never really had a counselor who didn’t, if I did, I think it would be kind of 
weird, it would be kind of strange to have a counselor who didn’t recognize their 
emotions. I think it’s a nice trait to have…She gets a little bit louder than 
normally but it’s not super loud. Like you can tell when she’s being serious. I 
don’t know, not mean just kind of stern to get everyone’s attention. I think it’s a 
trait that everyone could have, it’s something that we could all learn from. Like 
it’s really nice to have a counselor who recognized that. I know if a counselor got 
mad at someone, I’m pretty sure they wouldn’t feel like happy or anything. 
(Laney) 
 
The ability to maintain a composed, happy, or positive disposition was also indicated to 
be a choice. Jane suggested Holly preferred to be happy versus sad or mad. Jane did not indicate 
Holly actively choose to pursue happiness. Rather, she described this ability as a basic choice 
since the alternative reaction was not enjoyable for a person. 
She’s just like learned that you can’t be mad about something, it’s just not fun to 
be mad. You just have to forget about it and be happy. (Jane) 
 
These campers identified their personal perspectives as they contemplated their 
counselor’s emotional reactions to situations. Kate, Carmen, Laney, Kelly, and Jane emphasized 
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these positions as the appropriate way to handle stressful or frustrating situations as a camp 
counselor. In some cases, their counselors demonstrated these traits. However, the campers’ 
opinions appeared to extend beyond their counselors and this time period. 
The campers experienced difficulty when attempting to contemplate and explain their 
counselor’s ability to recognize their own emotions and resulting behavior. This occurrence is 
not unreasonable given the difficulty numerous researchers have experienced when assessing 
self-awareness in other contexts. In the process, the campers identified their counselor’s 
demeanor during various programmatic periods. One counselor maintained a consistent, positive 
demeanor while the others displayed a variety of emotional reactions to situations. Five campers 
also described strong expectations for their counselor’s behaviors. These expectations appeared 
to derive from personal beliefs, which could have developed outside of this program. 
Counselor’s Perspectives 
The counselors responded to questions regarding their ability to recognize negative 
feelings or stress and the actual impact such behaviors might have. Additionally, they were asked 
to identify potential lessons the campers might learn from observing their counselors during 
emotionally challenging times at camp. This competency can be particularly difficult to 
conceptualize for individuals, as the participant must possess the ability to recognize their own 
emotions and contemplate the influence of those emotions on their own behaviors. Two general 
themes emerged from this analysis pertaining to the counselors’ awareness of their emotions and 
the behavioral choices made with the campers. A minor theme regarding the impact of “other 
counselors” on one’s own emotional behaviors was detected. 
Major Theme #1: Recognizing One’s Emotions 
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The counselors believed they possessed the ability to recognize their emotions while 
working in their position. This recognition came in different forms for the counselors, as some 
were aware of their emotional state prior to displaying an emotional response, whereas for others 
the awareness arrived as a result of behaving emotionally toward another individual. The 
responses indicated the counselors either recognized emotional triggers or engaged in an actual 
response. 
The ability to recognize the emergence of a negative emotion and contemplate the impact 
of that response was identified by two counselors. Holly and Janet described the triggers to 
displaying frustration or stressful responses with their campers. Holly tried to increase her self-
awareness over time and attempted to contemplate certain behaviors before acting on her 
emotions. For instance, she privately vocalized a reprimand first to determine if the correction 
was warranted. If the reprimand sounded overly strict then she asked another counselor to watch 
her campers for a few minutes while she cooled off. Holly identified other triggers such as being 
over tired, sunburned, or exhausted from the physical activity games, which increased stress 
levels.  
If I think about it and if I say the sentence out loud. Like oh, I yelled at this 
camper because she threw another camper’s flip-flop on the roof. Like that’s kind 
of dumb. Like obviously, like she shouldn’t have done that but it’s like you don’t 
need to yell. Like if I can think about it enough, before I actually respond, “Okay, 
like I think I need to just like chill for a second.” (Holly) 
 
Janet also felt confident in her ability to recognize her emotions and maintain composure. 
Her trigger was any situation that caused her to “see red” such as a camper letting the cabin 
screen door slam shut. Typically, she asked the camper to stop that behavior calmly. When the 
behavior was upsetting at the onset, Janet knew to walk away for a few minutes to calm down. 
Both counselors attempted to be aware of situations leading to their frustration and actively took 
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steps to limit the impact on their campers by asking their fellow counselors to watch their group 
while they cooled down for a few moments. 
I haven’t ever freaked out, I know myself well enough…I know when I get 
frustrated, I just need to get out. (Janet) 
 
The other element comprising emotional recognition was the way counselors actually 
behaved during their emotional responses. The recognition for two counselors occurred when 
they had an emotional response with another individual. Maria and Michelle became aware of 
their emotional state in the midst of their behavior. Maria realized her frustration or stress level 
was elevated when she actually looked and felt angry, perhaps even gritting her teeth. She 
believed this emotion typically occurred when her guard was down. In these situations, similar to 
Janet and Holly, Maria asked a fellow counselor to supervise her group in order to “go and wash 
her face”. Maria suggested smiling and being positive all the time was difficult for counselors. 
Thus, recognition of these emotional reactions while taking time to cool down and take deep 
breaths were important to her.  
It’s not like you’re smiling all the time – that’s impossible. Like you definitely do 
need, it’s really important to recognize whenever you do need a, to take a step 
back, like wash your face. (Maria) 
 
Michelle also recognized her emotional state in the moment of responding tersely to a 
camper. A camper’s simple request to have her hair braided might receive a short, impatient 
response when she was overly stressed. The counselors recognized negative emotional responses 
and connected that behavior to their emotional state in the moment.  
If I say something sort of not like snippy but I a girl s like, “Can you braid my 
hair,” and I’m like, “(sigh) Not now.” I’m sort of like getting that impatient 
voice…that impatient like, “Not now. Like can you wait?” Then I know that I’m, 
then I’m kind of losing it a little bit. (Michelle) 
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The counselors perceived their ability to recognize their emotional state with two 
counselors contemplating their reactional behavior before responding to the issue, while two 
other, counselors connected their negative emotional response to their frustrated or stressed 
emotional state. The counselors described their awareness as being important in their role. 
Major Theme #2: Counselors’ Behavioral Choices and Their Impact on Campers 
Counselors did not unanimously agree that campers were aware of, or learned, any 
specific lessons from watching them work through their emotions. However, the counselors 
described their behaviors as being related to the potential impact or lessons campers might take 
away from these situations. Role modeling emotional regulation and helping the campers with 
emotional situations, were described by the counselors as part of their role. 
While some counselors connected their emotional behaviors with camper impact, Maria 
sought to ensure the campers learned appropriate ways to display emotions. She attempted to 
“role model” various behaviors during the appropriate time such as demonstrating seriousness 
and respect during the flag lowering or candlelight ceremony. Positive feelings were often 
“overplayed” when she wanted the campers to follow her lead and have fun during activities 
such as singing songs at mealtime. Maria felt slightly manipulative, but believed role modeling 
the behaviors was important for the campers’ own awareness.  
I sort of make a show out of it. Like whenever you’re feeling something, well, 
when it’s a positive feeling, you’re I always try to like over play it so it’s like 
obvious. Like this is how I’m feeling, and this is how you should be feeling. That 
sounds sort of manipulative but sometimes you got to do it, whenever it’s like an 
important time, the candlelight ceremony or like flag lowering. Like you have to 
be like super like, super respectful. (Maria) 
 
Holly hoped campers learned empathy, as she did upon observing her cabin counselor as 
a child. That counselor became extremely stressed when girls in the group were frequently 
misbehaving. This perspective encouraged Holly to subconsciously role model a calm demeanor 
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and to use techniques such as stating a camper’s reprimand out loud prior to making the actual 
correction. Janet attempted to role model a calm demeanor with the campers so they would not 
become aware of any frustration or stress that she felt in the moment. The counselors modeled 
different emotional behaviors to aid in the potential lessons campers might learn from them. 
They’re developing empathy, at least that’s how I feel. Like that’s how I feel it 
was for me as a camper. Like that’s the first time I remember… “Oh, they’re 
people. I get it.” Like that’s, I remember having that thought when I was a 
camper. I was in a particularly like rough cabin…Like that sticks out, I remember 
it now, as an 18-year old. Like that’s when I was like, I realized like, you know 
like counselors are people too, this affects them just as much as me, this affects 
them in different ways. I would assume that that’s pretty true for most campers. 
Like at some point uh, at some age, like at camp, you probably have that 
realization, it kind of shows you like, that like older people can be vulnerable too. 
(Holly) 
 
Earlier in the interview, counselors indicated campers were perceptive and observant of 
their actions. The counselors described different approaches to helping their campers manage 
their own emotional state. Janet indicated the potential for camper awareness, as she recalled 
other campers inquiring about their counselor’s feelings. The counselor responded “a-ha” with a 
nervous smile and gritting their teeth. Yet, Janet did not believe her campers were aware of her 
personal frustration or stress.  
I heard like girls ask their counselors – “Are you alright?” The counselor was like, 
“(deep breath) A-ha. Yeah, I’m great!” I don’t think in my cabin I’ve ever let it 
get to the point where they would notice. I’m just kind of like, “Hey girls. I’m 
gonna go down to Heather’s cabin for a minute. If you need anything…” whoever 
my cabin mate is, “…is gonna be right across the way. If you need me. I’m gonna 
be two cabins down in cabin 9, alright?” And they’re like, “Okay, awesome.” 
They’re just still makin’ friendship bracelets or runnin’ around with a bouncy 
ball, they don’t care. (Janet) 
 
Alternatively, Michelle also disagreed and did not think campers were aware of her 
emotional state. This belief stemmed from believing she rarely showed negative or highly 
emotional responses with them. Furthermore, she thought any emotional response would “blow 
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over” them or make them momentarily upset. Michelle strongly believed campers were more 
impacted when she helped them with their own emotional struggles. She described several 
situations where she helped campers during emotionally, contentious peer conflicts. 
I don’t think they notice, I don’t think, in the cabin, there’s a lot of me being 
emotional, it’s more like I’m sitting there, I’m like braiding their hair, it’s a lot of 
like little things, it’s more like they’ll be emotional then I’ll try and reason them 
through things. I think that more like the reasoning through things is, like that 
impacts them more, than watching me. If I like get impatient about something, I 
don’t think they really take anything from that…Like I think when they’re upset I 
talk them through it. I think, “Well, why do you think she feels that way? Why do 
you feel this way?” I think that, making them aware of their emotion is more 
impactful than them watching me. (Michelle) 
 
The counselors did not agree on the level of impact that their personal emotional state 
had on the campers, but they did intentionally adjust their behavior to maximize the campers’ 
ability to learn about their emotional regulation. 
Minor theme: Counselors Influence Each Other 
The responses provided by these counselors throughout this section as well as in self-
management indicated a reliance on fellow counselors to step in when they needed a break or 
moment to regain composure. Beyond this role, other counselors had not been identified as a 
trigger for a counselor’s frustration or stress. Holly suggested counselors could impact the 
behaviors of their fellow staff members particularly among clusters of cabins. Thus, other 
counselors serving as a trigger emerged as a minor theme in the counselor’s ability to be self-
aware of her emotional state. 
The persona of a camp counselor has been previously described as friendly, outgoing, 
and caring. At the same time, these counselors have also recognized the difficulty of remaining 
in this state for continual periods of time. Holly took this one step further when she described 
instances of numerous counselors simultaneously becoming stressed. In this camp setting, a 
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group of staff and counselors collectively “in a bad mood” caused Holly to reflect on her own 
mood at the time. Often times, she linked her bad mood to the overall mood of the group. The 
ability of a group mentality to impact her own attitude led Holly to reconsider how she behaved 
when other people were not displaying positive attitudes. She suggested the close living quarters, 
long days of activities, and constant social interaction created an influential environment without 
one’s acute awareness.  
A lot of times like you’ll hear counselors like this, this clump of cabins here, we 
call it the circle, like we’re, we’re all like close to each other, all the counselors in 
that circle would almost be like emotional mirrors sometimes. (Holly) 
 
The counselors believed they possessed the ability to recognize their emotions. Some 
counselors recognized triggers in advance of their emotional response whereas the awareness 
emerged from actual emotional responses for other counselors. The counselors attempted to 
facilitate their campers’ learning about emotional regulation through role modeling certain 
behaviors or helping them through emotional peer conflicts. Through the process of being aware 
of one’s emotional state, the counselors identified additional triggers such as getting enough 
sleep as well as watching the emotional behaviors of other counselors with whom they were 
interacting each day. 
Researcher’s Observations 
The ability to observe another person’s self-awareness is challenging due to the internal 
process that is involved. This skill set is focused on one’s ability to recognize personal emotions 
and the impending behavioral influence from those emotions. The counselors experienced 
limited solitude at camp, thus emotional reactions were likely expressed during interactions with 
other campers or counselors. The possibility for one’s awareness of personal emotions could 
theoretically occur during interactions. The counselors displayed a multitude of expressions 
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(facial and verbal) that may provide insight into their own awareness capabilities. These 
expressions occurred under different circumstances related to their personal interactions and/or 
job responsibilities. 
Major Theme: Counselors’ Demeanor 
Summer resident camp counselors carry many responsibilities such as providing care and 
teaching skills to the youth. The communal living environment and long work hours may lead to 
frustrating or stressful situations that can test a counselor’s resolve. These counselors displayed 
various emotional responses throughout the program that related to their general demeanor as 
well as the activities or individuals that were engaged at the time. 
These counselors generally displayed a friendly disposition while working in their 
position. For instance, Janet regularly told her girls to say “hi” to any camp administrator that 
passed by. These individuals might include the camp nurse, nurse’s assistance, head female 
counselor, or myself. She actively acknowledged our presence and instructed the campers to 
wave while saying hello.  
As I walked up to the cabins, Janet was sitting outside with her campers making 
friendship bracelets. “Everybody say hi Megan…Hi, Megan.” This is a typical 
welcome when Janet sees me walking up to her cabin group. And many other 
counselors will do this same prompt with their campers when the Head Girls 
Counselor or Nurse’s Assistant come around their group. 
 
Holly displayed her friendly demeanor by smiling, waving, or talking with the individuals 
around her. These friendly, positive behaviors were directed at both counselors and campers. 
I haven’t really seen any type of negative interaction between her and the 
counselors. She’s always been pretty positive and she’s pretty even keel; meaning 
when she does show emotion it’s typically a positive emotion like smiling, 
nodding, eyes widening. 
 
Michelle demonstrated a generally friendly disposition, especially with the other 
counselors, as she was frequently observed talking, laughing, and smiling with them. While 
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working in her activity area, she regularly collected snack requests from the other staff in the 
building and obtained the items from the trading post for everyone. 
Michelle appears to be friendly with all the staff and counselors when I see her 
during observations or around camp. 
 
While walking back from the building, I passed her [Michelle] and the counselor 
she was stationed with inside the building. They had made a TP [trading post] run 
and were carrying back all the items requested by the counselors and staff there. 
As they were approaching me (saying hi), she said to the counselor, “Oh we 
forgot to ask Megan if she wanted anything!” The counselor indicated I was 
already asked; I also said that as I passed them, “but thank you anyways!” 
Maria’s positive demeanor was slightly different than the other counselors. She 
frequently smiled during interactions, but I also noticed her quick humorous statements or 
gestures. These statements included her spontaneous song lyric recitation with campers during 
the tye-dye activity and asking a camper if they were a monkey during the rock wall activity. 
A camper approached her and began stating they would climb better if they could 
remove their shoes and climb barefoot. “Are you a monkey?” Maria says. The 
camper replied, “I think I’d do better.” This short conversation appears to be 
light-hearted as they all giggled in the process.  
 
The counselors’ demeanor appeared different during some camp activities. These 
activities were primarily scheduled programs such as the activity periods, cabin group activity, or 
unit games. Maria and Michelle displayed a different disinterested demeanor during their unit 
game activities. Maria exhibited solemn, quite, and “zoned out” behaviors periodically while her 
team participated in the games. In one moment she was leading the team cheer, while a few 
minutes later she appeared to gaze off into the distance and was disengaged from the campers 
participating in the activity. I found her behavior perplexing throughout the games because she 
appeared unaware of the activity but then suddenly made an encouraging statement. 
Maria and the other counselors are huddled by the staff person tabulating the 
scores for this activity. She has her back to the campers during the first tugging 
attempt; she wasn’t paying attention to her team or campers. The counselors were 
just called to participate on their team so she comes over to the front of the rope. 
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One of her campers is in front of her on the rope. Her team wins this round and 
she gives everyone a high 5 then a camper shows Maria her hands “Good!” They 
both laugh and Maria turns around and walks off the court toward the other 
counselors. All the counselors are huddled together with their backs to their 
campers, not paying attention to them, except for Maria’s fellow counselor still 
cheering them on. Maria is sitting in a chair, not cheering them on, not even 
watching her team, just staring forward. She looks like she is zoned out. All of a 
sudden she yelled out to the “Come on Zeus. Oh my gosh, you guys are so 
awesome!” from her seat. She apparently was watching them but wasn’t showing 
any engagement until that moment. This round is just with the counselors and 
Maria’s team loses quickly. She immediately returns to her seat where the 
counselors have huddled once again. She props her legs up on the volleyball 
stand, crosses her arms, and doesn’t really talk with anyone.  
 
Michelle displayed a similar disinterested demeanor but did not exhibit the same 
intermittent engagement that Maria demonstrated during her unit team games. Rather, she 
maintained a solemn disposition throughout her unit team game activities, as indicated earlier. 
She did not display enthusiasm or excitement at any time during the activities. This situation 
differed from her initial display of frustration with the group project challenge where she 
regained composure once the activity instructions were clarified by another counselor. The most 
consistent behavioral demonstration during a regularly scheduled activity was her propensity to 
dance during the pizza dinner service each week. Because the entire camp ate their meals 
together her actions were noticeable each time. She displayed a carefree, highly enthusiastic 
demeanor when dancing throughout the dining hall. Furthermore, she only returned to the table 
momentarily, but did not attempt to engage the campers during these brief encounters.  
There were not many people up yet, just a few counselors dancing around to the 
music, so I could easily see her [Michelle] dancing, laughing, and smiling as the 
two of them bounced from one side to the other. I looked over at their table and 
all of the campers were seated looking around. They did not appear to be upset or 
bothered that Michelle was not there. Some, I think, were eating their pizza while 
others were just sitting there talking with those at the table. Michelle was dancing 
around the entire dining hall, bouncing around from one counselor/staff person to 
the next. At some point she would sing in their faces, they both would laugh and 
she would move on to the next person. It was time to start cleaning up the tables, 
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as everyone was starting to finish. She danced back over to her table to help the 
campers with their clean up. 
 
Holly’s demeanor during the morning and afternoon activities was distinguishable. She 
displayed a more reserved and quieter demeanor during the morning club activity compared to 
her livelier disposition in the afternoon activity period. Holly still displayed a pleasant, calm 
demeanor in the morning, but she moved slower and appeared groggy during this time. This is 
the first activity of the day, which is offered after breakfast. The afternoon activity period is 
conducted after several activities, lunch, and a rest period.  
This is the second time I have observed her [Holly] during this club activity and 
her demeanor and energy level is lower during this period than during other times 
of the day. 
 
The counselors’ demeanor while engaged in certain activities may have also been the 
result of other individuals involved in the situation. Janet and Michelle gave short, curt responses 
to fellow counselors or staff in different situations with campers present. Janet’s prickly 
exchange with a camp administrator that stopped her group from approaching the waterfront area 
was an example of an immediate negative response to a relatively minor situation. This reaction 
continued when Janet addressed the situation with the other counselor bringing her group to the 
same activity. However, that counselor calmly provided the camp administrator with a 
compromise, which was accepted. Interestingly, this camp administrator humorously responded 
to Janet’s one-sided explanation to the other counselor, which caused her to laugh as well. 
Janet’s immediate response was drastically different from the other counselor’s reaction. 
Janet was quick to respond with “well last time we got yelled at because we were 
too late so we decided to leave early this time.” This statement was made loudly 
and had a sharp tone. At this point another cabin walking to the waterfront was 
approaching and Janet quickly turned around and briskly walked over to the 
approaching counselors loudly stating “we just got yelled at for coming too early 
even though last time we got yelled at for coming too late.” The camp 
administrator was standing right there and laughed saying, “yeah I YELLED at 
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you…” which also made Janet laugh out loud. The other counselor wasn’t fazed 
and just kept walking saying “can we just stand outside the fence”. The intern 
conceded stating the group could wait at the bridge until the lifeguards were 
ready. 
 
Janet’s demeanor was also distinguishably different on a day when her cabin mate was 
absent. Janet was frequently observed with her cabin mate laughing, smiling, and talking 
throughout camp. The notes on her behavior from this day describe a sluggish, sad, and 
significantly less engaged behavior compared to prior days. I learned of the cabin mate’s absence 
later that day and noticed a distinct difference in Janet’s behavior upon her return that evening. 
Janet displayed a happier, positive disposition when I observed her with this counselor at the 
dinner service. Janet remained close to her friend throughout dinner whether they were talking 
with other counselors or sitting at neighboring tables. The actual impact or relationship between 
these distinct behaviors is unknown. Nonetheless, these behaviors were demonstrated in the same 
day and Janet had not exhibited such extreme differences in her behaviors in earlier observations. 
Janet appears to be sluggish today, walking really slowly. She approached the 
activity behind her campers and extremely slowly. She normally walks slowly but 
there is a dragging in her step this afternoon. I wonder if she is feeling 
okay…This was the least amount of time of interaction with campers that I’ve 
observed for Janet. Even at in her activity area she will interact with them 
periodically when campers get their equipment or they bring back animals. 
 
I did see her singing along and bobbing her head [to the music]. One time I saw 
her moving around with her arms out like an airplane. What I noticed most about 
Janet was her connection to her cabin mate who had returned to camp after being 
gone during the day. I saw her frequently standing next to her when everyone was 
dancing. 
 
Michelle periodically displayed different behaviors when she engaged with her cabin 
mate compared to other counselors. During the camp drop off, Michelle and this counselor 
relentlessly debated the quality of a popular book series for young readers. This occurred while 
parents arrived at the cabin with their children upon completing their check-in. Michelle was 
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engrossed in the debate and did not acknowledge the parents or campers seated at their table. 
Their voices were only slightly raised, but they appeared fixated on defending their viewpoints 
for several minutes before their attention turned to the campers. Prior to the campers’ arrival, I 
observed a slightly irritable tone from Michelle when her cabin mate continuously asked for 
assistance. 
Before the campers arrived, I could hear a bit of a snappy tone from Michelle 
toward her cabin mate. She appeared to be irritated with a request for help and she 
had short, curt responses. It did not appear that she recognized her behavior 
because she didn’t do her management techniques that she mentioned in her 
interview… One family returned to the breezeway after checking in and Michelle 
was engrossed in a conversation with her cabin mate about books and writing 
quality. It had turned into a debate in some ways. The camper sat down with her 
mom at the table and Michelle didn’t acknowledge her (or family). She continued 
her conversation. And at some point she made a negative comment about a really 
popular book series. 
 
The counselors’ demeanor throughout the program suggested situations occurred where 
the counselors responded in an emotional fashion without recognition of their behavior. One 
would not expect a person to maintain a positive, enthusiastic demeanor for the entirety of a day, 
week, or camp season. Nonetheless, these individuals were generally friendly to other people, 
but exhibited reactionary behaviors that could be misconstrued by others. The situations typically 
occurred during activities or with certain individuals present during the observations. 
Summary 
Self-awareness is focused on an individual’s ability to recognize their emotions and the 
potential impact on behavior. Individuals with this skill set possess the ability to recognize 
triggers that could lead to emotional reactions or feelings. Furthermore, they are able to maintain 
a calm disposition in stressful or upsetting moments. Counselors that possess this skill set might 
demonstrate this ability by withholding a negative reaction despite feeling frustrated or stressed 
  
174 
with a specific individual or situation. The study revealed the counselors’ demeanor in various 
situations throughout the camp program. 
The counselors believed they possessed the ability to recognize their emotions. Some 
described their ability to identify emotional triggers while other counselors admitted that 
recognition often followed their emotional reactions. These recognizable triggers included 
bothersome behaviors of campers and counselors, exhaustion, and feeling tension throughout 
one’s body. The observations diverged from the counselors’ perspectives, as most counselors 
displayed an immediate emotional reaction in some frustrating situations that involved both 
campers and counselors. Some reactions were short (e.g., curt response) or extended (e.g., 
debating opinions). The campers’ perspectives converged with this finding as well. They 
interpreted the counselors’ irritable tone or noticeable change in facial expression as a response 
to feeling stressed. The researcher recognized a noticeable change in counselors’ demeanor 
depending on the activity, individuals involved, or the time of day.  
The campers maintained the perspective that their counselor should behave in a 
controlled manner. Some campers suggested counselors were “responsible adults” who should 
maintain their composure regardless of the situation. Some campers linked a counselor’s ability 
to maintain a positive disposition while working at camp to their prior experience and 
knowledge. This specific perspective appeared to be strongly held by some campers, as they 
spoke without hesitation or contemplation of thought.  
The counselors appeared to possess some level of self-awareness during this study. 
Despite their periodic emotional reactions, the researcher and campers indicated the counselors 
generally displayed a friendly disposition with everyone. However, the counselors were not able 
to conceal their emotions, as the campers recognized and interpreted the witnessed reactions. 
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Responsible Decision-Making 
The competency of responsible decision-making is centered on one’s ability to “make 
constructive and respectful choices about personal behavior and social interactions based on 
consideration of ethical standards, safety concerns, social norms, the realistic evaluation of 
consequences of various actions, and the well-being of self and others” (CASEL, 2013a). 
Individuals with this skill set recognize safety-related issues or concerns. Furthermore, they 
recognize the consequences of their actions or inactions and take appropriate measures. In a 
camp setting, counselors might demonstrate this skill set by focusing on the campers’ needs and 
interests when determining program or activity content. Additionally, the counselors would 
behave in a considerate and caring manner with the campers, especially when addressing camper 
conflicts. Campers described how counselors determined cabin activities and the extent to which 
they felt counselors considered their needs and interests. Counselors explained their methods of 
engaging with youth and how their needs were taken into consideration. The researcher 
described observations of the counselors’ decision-making practices and outcomes in various 
situations with the campers. 
Camper’s Perspectives 
The campers responded to questions pertaining to the approach their counselors took 
when determining group activities as well as situations involving disagreement between campers, 
or homesickness. The campers reported their counselors primarily took a facilitative approach 
with the campers. Two themes emerged focusing on the counselors’ facilitation of camper 
decisions and the campers’ perception that the decisions were made in their best interest. A 
minor theme emerged with regard to the campers’ expectations of the counselors during their 
decision-making process.  
  
176 
Major Theme: #1: Counselors Took on a Facilitative Role during Camper Decisions 
The campers possessed opportunities for decision-making during the camp program. 
When asked to think of potential decisions or responsibilities the counselors initiated, most 
campers identified safety related decisions such as ensuring campers wear harnesses on the rock 
wall or insisting campers maintain proper hygiene practices. The one decision the cabin groups 
collectively determined each day was the cabin group activity held after the rest period. The 
process involved campers identifying their top three activity choices from a list of approved 
activities, after which a camp administrator matched and scheduled the group choices. The 
campers described the counselors following slightly different procedures during the group 
decision process, with one counselor quiet whereas the other counselors were actively engaged in 
facilitating the process.  
The process of selecting the cabin group activity began with stating the available activity 
options from which campers could identify their choices. Holly’s campers described her as being 
quiet during the process as they shouted out their choices. There was no indication of her 
intervention if a conflict arose between activity choices. The campers indicated she simply listed 
their choices as they were identified then submitted the form to the camp administrators for a 
final decision. In one situation, the group was divided when the activity scheduled was only 
interesting to some campers. These campers indicated Holly provided an alternative activity for 
the disinterested girls while the others participated in the rock wall climbing.  
There was like someone that hurt her leg, like that, that couldn’t do one, she 
[Holly] decided to bring friendship bracelets, string along and scissors. Like we 
went to the rock wall and she did friendship bracelets with the people that didn’t 
want to climb the rock wall, and they talked. (Jenny) 
 
Kate suggested that Holly knew in advance that some girls were not interested in this 
activity and decided to bring the friendship string for them to use during the period. Jane 
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described Holly balancing her time between checking campers’ harnesses at the rock wall and 
“hanging out” and talking with the girls making friendship bracelets. Holly’s campers believed 
their voices were heard during the decision-making process and that their interests were 
considered when she brought an alternative activity for them when the group interest was divided 
during the activity time. 
She [Holly] said, “Everybody who doesn’t want to climb the rock wall can make 
friendship, I have string for friendship bracelets.” I think she handled that pretty 
well. She figured not a lot of people would want to rock climb, I think it’s kind of 
weird that they put that on the list. Like a lot of people that don’t like doing that, 
most the group was making friendship bracelets and a few select people did the 
rock wall. Like it was fun for them and fun for the people that got to do the 
friendship bracelets. (Kate) 
 
The other three counselors were described as taking an active facilitative role during this 
decision-making process. While all counselors facilitated, there were differences among their 
techniques. Each counselor began by listing the activity ideas and then campers voted for the 
activities of interest. Maria’s campers indicated voting entailed raising hands after each activity, 
and campers could vote for multiple activities. After voting concluded, the three activities were 
identified with the most votes. These campers did not indicate any type of quarreling or 
disagreements during the process, as the outcome was purely determined by the number of votes 
and nothing else.  
That’s at breakfast, we talk about that. Like she [Maria] has a piece of paper and 
she’s like, “Who wants to do like rock wall? Then raise your hand if you want to 
do rock wall.” And then, “Who wants to do like a hike?” Like the Same people 
can raise their hands but some people might not, then at the end uh, whichever 
activity got the most like hands, that’s what they did. (Ruby) 
 
Both Michelle and Janet listened to their campers’ requests and wrote the activities on the 
form as they were verbalized. However, Michelle’s campers indicated she provided supportive 
input during the process. For example, if the campers selected “extra cabin time” as their first 
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choice, she suggested they list “relaxation hour” as their second choice to increase the likelihood 
of having a relaxed cabin group activity where they could simply “hang out” together. Carmen 
appreciated Michelle’s approach to cabin group selection.  
She’ll [Michelle] be like, “Okay guys. What do you guys want to do?” Like we 
throw out like a couple, we’ll vote on it. Well, sometimes we vote. Sometimes we 
don’t, let’s say like she hears more of relaxation hour, she’ll be like, “Okay, guys. 
Do you guys, I’ll put like relaxation hour down for first, is that good?” 
Everyone’s like, “Yeah, okay.” Like she puts it down. Like everyone like agrees 
with her decision-making, then she’s like, “Okay, we’ll have like extra cabin time 
in case we don’t have that,” we like to chat. We’re like, “Yeah, okay. Let’s do 
that too.” (Carmen) 
 
Janet’s campers described her listening and noting the activities of interest. Her campers 
disagreed with Janet’s inclusion of everyone’s input during the process. Evelyn felt some 
campers were allowed to dominate the discussion, as only a minority of campers actively voted. 
Conversely, Helen believed everyone did vote.  
Some people didn’t vote, like there’s like three people voting, whatever the three, 
those three people wanted to do, we did. Yeah [everyone had a good time], for the 
most part. (Evelyn) 
 
Janet’s campers indicated that she may have adjusted the list as she announced the 
activities to the cabin group. Helen suggested that only the activities not done yet were 
announced whereas Evelyn believed counselors removed activities from the list that they were 
not interested in doing.  
She’ll [Janet] name the ones we haven’t done yet and we’ll vote. Like whatever 
one has the most, say there’s boating and we picked boating out of the most, 
that’s what we would do when it’s cabin group activity, like your campers and the 
counselor. (Helen) 
 
These three counselors were described by their campers as being actively engaged in the 
decision-making process with them. Maria took a democratic approach in which her behavior did 
not change - the campers voted for the activities of most interest whereas Michelle guided the 
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process slightly more by attempting to ensure the campers were scheduled for the activity they 
really wanted. Janet also incorporated voting, but the campers’ perceived her approach 
differently between them. 
I like that she [Michelle] doesn’t just, when there’s two decisions, she doesn’t just 
pick which one she wants, she puts everyone else before her. I think that’s also a 
nice trait to have other people, to make sure they’re happy…uh, she also helped, 
it’s just a nice trait to have. She has everyone talk, I guess. Usually we can just 
bond as a cabin pick something that we all like. She’s a nice person, if she didn’t 
like any activities that we were doing, she would probably just do them anyway. 
Be like, ‘I’ll like them. (Laney) 
 
[Janet] Like some people didn’t vote. Like there’s three people voting, whatever 
the three, those three people wanted to do, we did. (Evelyn) 
 
The campers were aware of the process for selecting their cabin group activity. They 
knew the selections made at the table were not final, that a camp administrator would make the 
final determination. However, they were able to describe their counselor’s role during the 
process.  
Major Theme #2: Belief in Quality Decisions and Care for Campers 
The campers indicated the counselors made a number of decisions regarding their safety 
and well-being throughout the camp program. Most campers identified safety-related 
responsibilities, such as conducting buddy checks at waterfront activities or taking attendance 
during daily cabin time. The campers generally agreed their counselors’ decisions were 
beneficial and also suggested a caring demeanor was taken when campers were homesick. 
The campers acknowledged their counselors made numerous decisions throughout their 
day regarding their well-being. While nearly all campers indicated the counselors made good 
decisions, some campers made this statement with greater conviction than others. Michelle’s 
campers strongly believed that she considered their needs and interests. Laney appreciated that 
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the campers’ needs were prioritized, and Carmen recognized the decisions were for the greater 
good even if she did not agree with them.  
All of her [Michelle] decisions are mostly for the better. Like she makes most of 
them for the greater good and pretty much most of her decisions are like better. 
Like they always end up turning like better. (Carmen) 
 
Janet’s campers indicated her decisions were good, but this answer was expressed with 
less enthusiasm compared to the descriptions of the other counselors. Ava believed Janet’s 
decisions were good while Helen quietly stated a similar sentiment. Evelyn felt the decisions 
were good “for the most part”. The campers generally believed the counselors made decisions 
for their benefit with some campers appreciating their counselor’s inclusive approach to the 
process. 
Yeah [hands up vote] but we mostly only picked like the top three then someone 
picked which one we would do for us. Yeah, sometimes [campers bummed with 
activity assigned]. But, like they always knew that we would do that another day. 
She’d probably just say that “even though that not everybody’s happy, we got 
what we got and we can do all these things another day.” They were good 
decisions. (Ava) 
 
Maria’s campers believed she gave significant consideration to her decisions and they 
were typically in agreement with the outcome. Kate and Jane thought Holly made good decisions 
as well. Jane suggested some decisions caused some counselors to become stressed, but they had 
the ability to “shake it off” and move on.  
I think they make really good decisions, it’s really tough to make them, uh. They 
do make the good decisions usually. Like they can get stressed, if they make 
tough decisions then it just kind of stresses them out even more. Like usually all 
the counselors can just shake it off. (Jane) 
 
A second element to making quality decisions focused on the counselors’ demonstration 
of care toward campers. Specifically, campers indicated their counselor displayed numerous 
caring behaviors toward homesick campers. The campers collectively indicated their counselor 
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spoke with campers and attempted to comfort them during their time of need. For example, 
campers suggested Janet would try to make the camper feel more at home and comfortable or 
help them write letters home.  
You can send letters home, she [Janet] probably would recommend that. Like 
talking generally works too. (Evelyn) 
 
Holly’s campers believed she would talk with the camper privately or do an activity with 
them such as making friendship bracelets. Michelle’s campers indicated she would initiate 
several different gestures such as comforting them, reminding the camper of the short-term 
nature of camp, doing an activity together, writing letters home, talking, or simply giving the 
camper a hug. Carmen suggested Michelle preferred these techniques.  
Like she [Michelle] would probably hug them and say, “Hey, you’re going home 
in only a couple days. Like we sell envelopes and stamps at the trading post, you 
could go write a letter to your parents and they’ll write back to you.” (May) 
 
Maria’s campers identified similar techniques as Michelle, Holly, and Janet in addition to 
using jokes and humor to improve a camper’s feelings. Interestingly, one camper recalled Maria 
saying “it’s good to cry into your pillow, it’s healthy”. Not all campers were sympathetic to the 
need to help a homesick camper. Helen thought Janet might ask a camper if they wanted to go 
home when the homesickness was severe even if it would disrupt the camp experience.  
She would probably either make them try to be at home and stuff, talk to them, 
like if it was like a really bad homesick, she would probably, if they really wanted 
to, ask them if they wanted to go home maybe, ‘cause it probably would get 
annoying after a little while – a person complaining and stuff. (Helen) 
 
The campers anticipated the counselors would demonstrate a caring attitude toward 
individuals requiring extra concern and they identified specific techniques that would be 
employed in those moments. The campers collectively acknowledged their counselor’s decisions 
and recognized the relative benefits of those decisions. A minor theme emerged from the 
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analysis regarding some campers’ beliefs about the reasons counselors made some of the 
decisions that they did. 
Minor theme: Counselors are Knowledgeable and Experienced 
The belief that counselors made their decisions based on their prior knowledge and 
experience emerged from two campers. These campers had attended camp for approximately 
four summers and strongly emphasized the level of “knowledge and experience” possessed by 
their counselors. 
Carmen and Kelly attended camp during different sessions and had different counselors, 
yet they both indicated their counselor’s decisions were based on “knowledge and prior camp 
experience”. Carmen realized Michelle was older and had been with the camp program for an 
extended period of time. This awareness led Carmen to perceive Michelle’s decisions as based 
on prior knowledge and experience since she knows “a lot”. This experience was demonstrated 
when Michelle suggested the campers list two similar cabin group activities to ensure they were 
able to do what they really wanted: hang out and talk.  
She’s [Michelle] older and she’s been here longer, we try and respect most of her 
decisions because we know that like as a counselor, she like knows a lot. 
(Carmen) 
 
Similarly, Kelly viewed Maria as an intelligent individual who based decisions on prior 
experiences. For instance, the counselors adjusted the activity schedule when all of the outdoor 
activities were rained out. These campers connected their counselor’s prior camp experience, 
perceived age, and knowledge as the foundation for making good decisions that ultimately 
benefited them. 
I think she’s [Maria] pretty smart, she can make good decisions. Like everyone 
makes mistakes and everyone doesn’t always make the right decisions, she 
knows, she’s been coming here for a while, she knows what it’s like, she knows 
what to do in situations. Like she makes good decisions. (Kelly) 
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Campers were able to provide insight into the facilitative role of their counselor’s 
engagement during decision-making. Furthermore, they perceived their counselors’ decisions as 
sound and beneficial with two campers suggesting counselors’ prior experience led to quality 
decisions. One counselor chose to take a quieter approach during the decision-making process 
but later accommodated the campers’ dissatisfaction whereas three counselors were described as 
more actively engaged in the decision-making process with the campers. 
Counselor’s Perspectives 
The counselors responded to questions pertaining to their understanding of the decisions 
and responsibilities they carry in their position. They were initially asked to describe general 
decisions made on a daily basis as well as their responsibilities for working with campers. A 
specific scenario was provided that asked for their particular approach to addressing campers 
who were misbehaving or not getting along. The researcher was particularly interested in the 
counselors’ mindset when handling these situations. Two common themes emerged from the 
counselors’ interviews pertaining to their focus on campers. A minor theme emerged from two 
counselors’ responses regarding their personal beliefs as impacting their approach to conflict 
resolution as well as general daily interactions. 
Major Theme 1: Determining Specific Approaches or Behaviors When Working with Campers 
The counselors indicated time was spent contemplating their approach for generally 
working with the campers as well as conflicts. Camper safety was identified by each counselor as 
important, but a necessary “given” in their role. This element of their decision-making and 
responsibilities was not discussed in great detail. Rather, the counselors spoke in greater depth 
about their position of being a “strict counselor” compared to someone that extended greater 
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liberties to their campers. These counselors adjusted techniques, as a result of realistically 
evaluating their situation and determining the important issues to address from their position. 
The topic of strictness was specifically mentioned by two counselors: Michelle and 
Maria. Michelle believed she was a “chill” counselor but was very strict on ensuring the campers 
maintained a clean cabin. This approach was employed with her campers regardless of age in 
order to help them develop cohabitation skills. Michelle suggested boundaries be set early on 
with her campers so they understood the general rules of camp. However, she frequently made 
smaller decisions regarding campers’ requests to do an alternative activity from the group. For 
example, during the final day all-camp clean up, Michelle allowed a camper to leave her group to 
take a picture of the lake.  As she became acquainted with the campers, her strictness was 
determined by the level of trust she had with the camper. While she felt the camp generally 
awarded the campers significant trust, some youth did not possess the ability to follow through 
with the rules on their own. These campers required Michelle to be stricter with the rules than 
she was with other campers.  
The first day they’re all kind of like a blank slate, then you sort of get to know 
each of their personalities more, what techniques will work to diffuse, you know, 
conflict between two campers. I think you just get to know their personalities 
more and it makes it easier. (Michelle) 
 
Maria described her strictness as situational. Strictness, in some respect, was necessary 
for establishing order at camp for her. However, this position did not need to be overly 
aggressive, as she believed rules differed between home and camp settings for youth. For 
example, a camper playing in mud was reprimanded less often by counselors, whereas parents 
would likely become very upset with this behavior at home.  
When it comes to enforcing rules, rather than being super duper, well, of course, 
you have to be strict have some order, but like here it’s like there’s some things 
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that aren’t nearly as big of a deal. “Oh you’re playing in mud. That’s okay, I 
guess, as long as you shower.” Whereas at home, it’s totally different. (Maria) 
 
Maria identified a camp rule that required counselors to be strict and not give in to 
campers’ requests. Campers were discouraged from calling their families at home, but some 
campers attempted to persuade their counselors to help them break this rule. While Maria 
sympathized with the campers’ requests, she did not waver in her ability to strictly enforce this 
camp rule. She knew the challenges arising when parents hear their child crying on the phone. 
Therefore, she reiterated the rule with the campers then helped them through whatever issues 
initially upset them. Both Michelle and Maria described their level of strictness based on the 
situation and campers. 
In really important stuff, it’s like, “Mmmm…this is important and it needs to be 
done this way even though you might not be a fan of it being done that way.” Like 
“I’m sorry. I know you really, really, really, really, really want to call your mom 
but I can’t let that happen because then she will drop out of work at one o’clock 
and have to come get you three hours away.” When you get a kid on the phone, 
mom’s coming no matter what. (Maria) 
 
Another idea that emerged from this theme involved counselors adjusting techniques; 
identified by Holly and Janet. Holly indicated her approach was situational, which was similar to 
Maria. Their responses differed though, as Holly described an alternative approach to common 
situations where other counselors enacted strict rules. The morning time was periodically 
stressful as campers awoke simultaneously and competed for bathroom space. Some counselors 
would not adjust their schedules to accommodate the campers’ desire to arise at different times 
due to personal inconvenience. Prior to bedtime, Holly collected the campers’ requested times 
then set multiple alarms. She recognized an adjustment in her morning routine allowed the 
campers more time to get ready and ensure a more peaceful morning for the group.  
I know some people don’t like to do this. Like they don’t like to wake up multiple 
times, and especially with tween girls, like they tend to like, or like preteen, they 
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want to, you know, get ready. Like sometimes they take longer to shower or do 
whatever it is in the morning to get ready. So the night before, I’ll ask them all 
individually, “Okay, like what time do you need to get up?” Like it’s easier to do 
that, it’s easier to do that then like have to rush them out the door. (Holly) 
 
Similarly, Janet described her approach to tackling petty camper disputes. Inevitably 
campers bickered about shoes being kicked across the room or moving another person’s 
belongings without permission. Initially, Janet attempted to address each argument but became 
stressed with that approach. She decided to “pick her battles” and found that offering the 
campers candy in return for their improved behavior yielded better results than attempting to 
resolve each camper issue. Both Holly and Janet described adjusting their approaches to the 
campers to ensure a less stressful atmosphere. 
Most of the time just distracting ‘em works. “If you guys get along, if you guys go 
to bed on time, if you guys are nice, then you get this at this point in time.” Some 
of the counselors were saying as an incentive, “You get to stay up 15 minutes late 
on dance night.” I say, “If you guys go to bed on time tonight, then tomorrow you 
all get to pick a piece of candy.” They’re out. “If you guys can get along and stop 
fighting; we need to talk this out, and if everything goes well, then piece of 
candy.” That worked way better than I thought it was going to. (Janet) 
 
The counselors encountered various camper issues in the past and learned different 
techniques to addressing the situations. Some counselors adjusted their behavior or schedule to 
accommodate the campers. Other counselors learned to distinguish between significant and 
minor issues, which allowed them to determine the best course of action. The counselors also 
suggested the ability to remain calm in challenging situations was beneficial when working with 
campers.  
Major Theme #2: Calmly Addressing Camper Issues 
Camp provided an environment where groups of people live together in small spaces and 
constantly interact with each other. The counselors expected issues to arise, albeit infrequently. 
In order for these situations to be addressed, counselors must recognize issues as they arise, 
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which Maria indicated can be difficult. The counselors described various approaches to 
addressing conflicts between the campers. The descriptions included maintaining a respectful 
demeanor while using logic and reasoning with the campers. 
The idea of acting respectfully with the campers during their conflicts emerged through 
the counselors’ descriptions. One approach to behaving respectfully during campers’ conflicts 
was to talk with the campers separately rather than together or in the presence of others. Initially, 
Holly spoke individually with the campers. The separate conversations helped Holly understand 
both campers’ viewpoints, which enabled her to determine the real issue.  
I talked to them individually and I was like, “Okay.” I tried to get both sides of 
the story. “Okay, what happened? Like why are you so upset?” “Okay, like so-
and-so has like, did you, like said that you, you know, you said this. Is this true?” 
Like they’re young girls so like they’re not, they don’t try to lie like at that point 
usually, most of the time like, “Yeah but duh-duh-duh.” “Okay. Well, why did 
you like…” Like it’s easier for me to diffuse a situation with logic…after a certain 
point, that line of questioning, like you get the answer “I don’t know”…I just kind 
of had to like talk them through it logically, separately. I made sure they both 
understood like where they, themselves were wrong so they were just blaming the 
other person. Like they were both held accountable. (Holly) 
 
Similarly, Michelle spoke privately with the campers involved in a dispute so they would 
not hear the conversation. This approach also allowed Michelle to listen closely to each camper’s 
perspective.  
One girl called like another girl fat one time last year. I typically don’t have like 
that much conflict but she called another girl fat and they were crying. I pulled 
each of them aside, privately. I said, “You know, how do you feel if that 
happened?” and to the other girl I said, “You know, maybe she feels like she’s fat 
and she’s insecure.” I just try and reason through it separately, so not in front of 
the other. (Michelle) 
 
While Michelle and Holly sought to respectfully engage the campers separately, Maria 
and Janet sought to resolve any issue between campers together in a respectful manner. When 
campers continuously spar, some counselors found positive results when everyone collectively 
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discussed the problem. Janet described the process which could be as simple as each person 
stating their issue then apologizing. The situation could become more complicated when campers 
could not reach a resolution. Rather than force campers toward an agreement, Maria previously 
separated campers during their activities. Fortunately, this situation did not occur often and this 
was seen as a last resort after spending considerable time understanding each campers’ 
perspective.  
There’s sometimes where they just do not go together whatsoever and in those 
cases it’s just, you have to keep them in separate activities, which is tough. I 
don’t’ have to deal with that a lot. Like at arts and crafts, people will be fighting 
over friendship bracelet string; you have to send on to go play with leather 
because it’s already in a knot. (Maria) 
 
Campers’ needs vary and homesick campers have demanded significant counselor 
attention. Counselors may initially react with kindness but extended homesickness has been 
taxing on them. Maria believed some campers used homesickness as a way to gain more 
attention from the counselors. A counselor must still be cognizant and respectful of the attention 
directed toward all campers even when providing the homesick camper with extra attention as 
needed. The essence of behaving respectfully with the campers during their conflicts or in time 
of need was described by the counselors. 
Homesick campers are tough. Like the thing they desire most is attention, in my 
opinion. Like you have to provide them with that but you still need to do your job 
while also providing this additional attention. Like not make the other girls feel 
like they’re being left out because they’re not homesick. (Maria) 
 
A second concept emerging from within the theme was the counselors’ use of “logic and 
reasoning” when addressing campers’ issues and needs. Various conflicts surfaced among 
campers, such as homesickness or relational issues. The counselors described their questioning 
of campers during the private or group conversations in order to gain a more complete 
understanding of the situation or to help the campers gain perspective. Holly felt logical 
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questions enabled campers to provide her with their viewpoint of the situation. She found most 
campers were truthful with her and would eventually state the reason for their behavior. This 
technique was taken one step further, as she described the issue from her perspective as well as 
that of the other campers. This step helped each camper recognize their role in the issue in order 
to stop blaming each other.  
I just kind of had to like talk them through it logically, like separately. I made sure 
they both understood like where they, themselves, were wrong so they were [not] 
just blaming the other person. Like they were both held accountable. It worked 
pretty well. (Holly) 
 
Similarly, Michelle attempted to help her campers recognize other perspectives through 
the use of logic and reasoning. Her approach differed from Holly, as she suggested potential 
reasons for another camper’s misbehavior during the discussion, which was demonstrated in an 
earlier example when one camper called another “fat” due to personal insecurities. Maria 
believed campers benefited from hearing another person’s perspective when they collectively 
discussed an issue. This approach helped campers recognize that other people’s happiness is as 
equally important as their own.  
There’s sometimes where you need to sit them down and figure out what 
differences are making them clash so badly, and either explain to them why it is 
that way. I find that whenever kids like have an understanding of each other, they 
it’s easier for them to reason why one kid is acting one way and the other kid’s 
acting another way. Like it gives them perspective that they’re not the only person 
that needs to be happy in a situation. Other people need to be happy. (Maria) 
 
The analysis of the counselors’ descriptions of their behaviors related to responsible 
decision-making also elicited a minor theme that specifically pertained to two counselors. These 
counselors possessed strong viewpoints regarding their individual decisions and responsibilities 
when working with the campers. 
Minor theme: Personal Beliefs Impacted Counselors’ Decisions 
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The counselors offered their personal opinions regarding their perceived decisions and 
responsibilities for their position. Two counselors provided greater detail when explaining the 
reason for using certain approaches during campers’ conflicts or general interactions. The 
concept of taking a different approach than other people or other adults emerged as a significant 
consideration in determining their behavior and actions in these situations. The counselors felt 
they were acting differently, and better, than other adults typically had with youth. 
The idea of being different than “other adults” was present for Holly and Michelle. Their 
personal positions for addressing camper conflicts or issues were described as being different 
from the approach of other adults. The notion of “other adults” appeared to signify the general 
population of adults rather than specific groups, ages, or positions. Nonetheless they disagreed 
with certain approaches that other adults had taken with campers, and consciously sought 
different approaches. Earlier, the counselors were described as taking a respectful and logical 
approach during camper conflicts. Holly and Michelle grounded their approach in their personal 
belief regarding how adults should interact with youth in these situations. Both counselors spoke 
with campers separately during conflict situations, but they focused on slightly different 
outcomes due to their personal beliefs. Holly was not concerned with campers apologizing to 
each other immediately following the conflict. She believed most adults forced youth to 
apologize before they were ready, which leads to a meaningless exchange.  
I didn’t want to force them. I hate when adults force people, force, you know, 
kids, like school children, or campers, or whoever to like apologize to each other 
right then and there. Because often times, like they’re not calm enough yet, they 
say sorry and it means nothing. It really bugs me. (Holly) 
 
Similarly, Michelle felt adults tended to downplay the emotions youth feel and 
experience during conflicts. Her process of listening intently to the campers’ perspective was 
related to a personal belief that youth actually have stronger emotional reactions than adults. This 
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belief led to contemplating how she would feel in their particular position, and then heightening 
the emotion to a level reflective of the youth’s age.   
I try and just like think about how I would feel then sort of bump it up a couple 
levels, talk to her after that. Like try and think about how I would feel first. I think 
it’s worse, I’ve seen it, I think it’s really uh, bad if they’re that young too. They’re 
in such a developmental stage it’s kind of scary if things like that happen to kids, 
how they carry it on for the rest of their lifetime. I just try and think about that. 
(Michelle) 
 
Holly’s personal feeling extended beyond conflict between campers to the way she 
interacted with them each morning. It was very important to her that the campers awoke with 
adequate time to prepare for their day so they did not feel rushed or stressed. During her first 
summer, this was not a consideration until she recognized the stressful situation that resulted 
from not addressing their need for extra time before breakfast. This awareness derived from 
contemplating her own feelings about being rushed in the morning. Afterwards, Holly 
determined to never let her campers feel stressed in the morning since she disliked that feeling. 
That’s something I choose to do where I write down the different times, set 
different alarms to wake up different campers. They’re definitely like 
appreciative, I know other counselors like don’t want to necessarily do that…I 
realized I was like pushing people out the door. I was like, “We need to get to flag 
raising like right now.” I don’t know if it’s necessarily like they think 
about…Like it’s important to me, it’s like how you start the day. I hate waking up 
late for stuff, that’s important to me. And like I don’t want to like put that 
pressure on them. (Holly) 
 
The counselors described a multitude of decisions and responsibilities for their position. 
Two common themes applied to all the counselors: their personal approach toward campers and 
employing a calm demeanor throughout the process. Another theme emerged through two 
counselors’ responses that strongly connected personal beliefs to their descriptions for 
addressing camper conflicts and general interactions. Collectively, the counselors contemplated 
how they might conduct themselves with the campers in different settings and situations. 
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Researcher’s Observations 
The counselors were observed in a variety of settings that provided ample opportunity to 
observe their decision-making capabilities as related to the campers. Several themes emerged 
from this analysis pertaining to the counselors’ interactions with their peers and campers, 
approaches to managing conflicts and issues and level of responsibility for camper safety.  
Major Theme #1: Counselors Interacting with Their Peers 
The counselors were consistently observed throughout the camp program interacting with 
their peers more often than with campers. In some situations, the counselors appeared to 
prioritize their peer interactions and other opportunities for their peer engagement occurred 
during camper activities.  
Counselors were rarely seen alone at camp. Rather, counselors often walked together, 
stood next to each other, or engaged in some conversation throughout the program. There were 
situations where these counselors appeared to seek out or prioritize interactions with their peers, 
especially during camper-related programs such as cabin group activities. This activity was led 
by a staff member and occurred during the afternoon. Multiple cabins were routinely scheduled 
together for these activities, which provided a setting where counselors could easily interact with 
each other. The prioritization emerged as these counselors appeared to choose peer interaction 
rather than engage with the campers. Janet conversed with other counselors during multiple 
cabin group activities including the first day of camp. I observed Janet standing off to the side 
talking and laughing with other counselors. The campers were within her immediate vicinity 
when this situation occurred, but she left the campers while she sought to converse with another 
counselor nearby.  
Janet is now up with the other two counselors but they’re still standing off to the 
side. She moves into the group and is now trying to make her own bubbles with 
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the other counselors and campers. “I just want to blow one bubble successfully”, 
she says. After blowing this bubble she moves back toward her original spot and 
huddles with the other counselors. 
 
In another separate situation, Janet’s cabin group was swimming at the waterfront with 
other campers and she was wet after jumping in the lake earlier in the period with the counselors. 
She left the swimming area to find and hug the boating counselor who threatened to throw her in 
the lake previously. This interaction occurred during the last 15 minutes of the period and she did 
not return until the activity ended. 
Janet returns to the picnic table where I am and tells me, “I’m going to give xxxx 
a hug because he wanted to throw me in the lake today.” Janet leaves the beach 
area to go over to the boats where this staff person is stationed. All of Janet’s 
campers are still in the water and engaged in this activity. The lifeguards blow 
their whistle and the activity ends. Janet does not return to the beach where her 
campers are, instead she was with the other staff person and then remained 
outside the fence, meeting her campers as they came out. The campers and 
counselors left the waterfront and Janet partnered up with her cabin mate and 
talked on their return walk to the cabin. 
 
On a different occasion, Michelle also prioritized her counselor interactions over the 
campers at the waterfront cabin group activity. Three cabins were scheduled together for the 
activity and the counselors decided to sit together on the dock while their campers swam in the 
water. The counselors could see their campers, but they appeared more interested in singing to 
music, braiding hair, sunbathing, or dancing. Michelle further exhibited this preference when the 
activity period ended and the campers left the waterfront area, as the counselors continued to 
converse on the dock for several more minutes. 
Michelle gazes over by her campers (all the campers are in the water so I can’t tell 
if she is specifically looking at her own campers or all of them in general) but she 
is also directing her attention toward braiding another counselor’s hair. The 
counselors are all comparing their tans with each other. When the lake activity 
ended all the campers got out of the water, began checking out at the buddy 
board, and leaving. The counselors hadn’t left their spot on the dock until most of 
the campers were outside the fence. When the counselors came down to the gate, 
Michelle loudly stated, “where are my campers?”  
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Many counselors at this camp enjoyed dancing and listening to music. The pizza dinner 
service was a camp favorite. The counselors played music during the dinner and certain songs 
invoked a dance party in the dining hall. The counselors typically became excited with any 
opportunity to dance, but Michelle appeared to be particularly enthusiastic about this activity. 
While she enjoyed dancing, she appeared to prioritize dancing and singing with her peers and not 
the campers. I never observed her dancing with any campers during these meals, only with other 
counselors.  
Michelle did not spend a lot of time at her table. I believe she ate there but within 
a short period of time she was up dancing with her cabin mate…When 
considering the individuals that she danced with throughout the dinner service, it 
was exclusively the counselors. Michelle was not here last week when this 
spontaneous dance broke out, so her dancing actions were similar to those 
displayed last week. I did see a few counselors situate themselves by campers 
purposefully and were showing them how to do the dance. Michelle did not do 
this, she was content dancing in her space and personally enjoying the moment. 
Her spontaneous dancing was for her and her alone. 
 
The opportunity for counselors to interact with their peers was another element of the 
theme that emerged. Some counselors appeared to engage with their peers when the opportunity 
was available, and the opportunities were plentiful at camp. For instance, the hayrack rides 
throughout the camp and park property provided a chance for counselors to have extended time 
together while their campers were somewhat occupied. Holly took this opportunity to talk with 
the other counselor during the ride even though a camper was seated directly next to her. I 
observed Holly as she faced the counselor while they conversed for the entire 45-minute ride. 
There are more than 15 campers on the ride with probably only 4 within ear shot 
of Holly. There is a camper right next to/behind her, no conversation or 
interaction occurs between the camper and Holly. She is telling the other 
counselor a story. Still sitting next to each other [counselors] with their heads 
turned toward each other when they talk. 
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A different opportunity occurred during a final required cabin group activity where some 
counselors were not assigned a group of campers for the project. Maria, Holly, and another 
counselor sat at a picnic table off to the side, talking and laughing for the duration of the period. 
Toward the end of the activity, some campers approached them but only remained for a few 
minutes before walking away. 
Maria, Holly, and the other counselor remained seated at this table for the 
duration of the cabin group activity period, which was approximately one hour. I 
never saw them leave the table or get involved with any of the groups. At the end 
of the activity two different campers from Maria’s cabin approached her. These 
two girls were laughing and goofing around. They only stayed by her for a 
minutes or two before moving along to entertain themselves. I couldn’t tell how 
Maria reacted to them because her back was to me. She had been facing the 
opposite direction of all the campers and general activity. The three counselors 
were huddled together closely on the picnic table and talking. They were laughing 
and appeared to be having a good time together. 
 
The opportunity for counselors to interact with their peers also occurred while the 
counselor was engaged with campers. Maria initiated a new game with her cabin group during a 
transitional period of the afternoon when another counselor approached the group. Counselors 
interrupted Maria’s game twice, but only the second interruption was permanent. This counselor 
requested everyone’s feedback for a project, but then wanted to continue conversing with Maria. 
Maria instructed her group to continue playing the game without her for a few minutes. The 
conversation did not appear to be related to the project, as I observed them laughing and joking 
with each other.  
There is about 5 minutes left for this cabin time when a counselor comes over to 
the cabin and begins talking to Maria. The cabin was in the middle of a round of 
the game and the counselor walked away then and Maria continued. The the game 
was interrupted by another counselor taking a poll for the songs to be played at 
the dance, two days from now…She leaves the game to talk to the counselors 
about the song poll and maybe some other things. 
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The observations revealed the counselors’ preference for interacting with their peers 
throughout a variety of activities. In some cases, the activity itself provided the distinct 
opportunity for counselor-to-counselor interaction whereas in other situations they prioritized the 
interactions. While these observations were plentiful, the counselors were also observed 
interacting with the campers in a variety of circumstances. 
Major Theme #2: Timing of Camper-Counselor Interactions 
Counselors were observed intermittently interacting with the campers. The observational 
analysis revealed the counselors’ interactions occurred by choice in certain situations as well as 
during scheduled periods of the day. However, the interactions were rarely guaranteed, 
particularly during activity periods when one might expect to see increased interaction due to the 
activity instruction or guidance. 
There appeared to be a level of choice regarding the times when some counselors 
interacted with the campers. The time of day or activity did not always elicit a guaranteed 
interaction. Janet was positioned with 3-4 other staff at the outdoor education activity station 
where campers obtained fishing equipment and viewed the animals on display. During the 
observations, Janet focused on the task of arranging the campers’ equipment. She rarely engaged 
the campers in conversation during these interactions. The opportunity was present for her to 
check in or talk with the campers, but she appeared to choose to deliver the equipment to 
campers without further acknowledgement. 
Janet’s interaction with the campers appears to be very utilitarian and instructive. 
She is not providing encouragement or engaging the campers in conversation. The 
campers arrive to the pavilion and request a fishing pole or net. Her interaction 
with them consists of asking what they want (fishing pole or net) then saying 
“here you go,” as she hands it to them. In some cases, Janet would tell the camper 
to make sure the hook stays hooked to the rod. She does not engage the campers 
as she is working on their line. There is no questioning about their day, their other 
activities, how they are feeling, how they like camp, etc. 
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The choice to interact with campers varied greatly with Maria. I observed her in multiple 
situations as the primary counselor who identified and completed the menial tasks often 
overlooked by other counselors. For instance, I frequently observed Maria picking up and 
returning campers’ items left behind at activities such as nametags. She did these tasks without 
hesitation or whining.  
Maria begins to gather all the extra nametags remaining on the table and brings 
them to the campers seated at the rock wall benches. Most of those campers have 
removed their harnesses and helmets and were waiting till the cabin group activity 
ended It appears most of these nametags belonged to campers from other cabins. 
She says the name then brings the nametag to them. She does not raise her voice, 
act irritated, annoyed, or anything other than calm ‘here you go.’ Maria appeared 
content and at ease when redistributing the nametags. I have observed several 
other counselors either ignore this task or become irritable when reminding 
campers to find their nametags. 
 
There were other situations when I observed Maria completing tasks such as supervising 
campers during the movie, which was held during the camp dance. Some campers were not 
interested in the dance, and the camp provided a movie as an alternative activity for these 
individuals. Counselors were stationed at the movie and some staff members rotated when the 
dance reached intermission. A portion of the final camp dance was held inside the dining hall 
due to inclement weather, but the group moved back to the open shelter outside later in the 
evening. During the dance, I noticed Maria periodically dancing with the campers. However, she 
seemed more focused on other tasks such as ensuring campers were in the correct place (i.e., 
dance or movie). She also spent a portion of the night helping other counselors supervise the 
movie, as she was observed with greater frequency during the outside portion of the dance. 
Maria seemed to be in the dining hall for only the first 30 minutes then I haven’t 
seen her since. I asked the nurse if the movie was being held and she said yes. I 
think she may be in there. When she was in the dining hall, she danced with some 
campers, but I noticed her moving in and out of the room. At one point, I noticed 
that she saw someone outside on the porch so she went over to the door to bring 
them inside.  
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Maria’s attention to other responsibilities was also noticed during a dance earlier in the 
summer. She approached a young female camper standing by herself at the back of the open air 
shelter where the dance was held. This camper stood alone for several minutes before Maria 
approached her after walking across the dance floor. This situation occurred toward the end of 
the dance with approximately 30 minutes remaining. I saw Maria and this young camper walking 
hand in hand for the remainder of the dance. 
Last week I remember seeing her with a small girl. She [Maria] was walking 
across the pavilion and she must have noticed a younger girl but then for the 
remainder of that time (this was toward the end of the night) I would see her 
walking hand in hand with the camper. 
 
The choice to interact with the campers was most notable during the evening unit game 
activities when the entire camp participated together. I observed each counselor sporadically 
interacting with their campers. As previously indicated, some counselors periodically 
demonstrated a complete disinterest in the activity as well as in interacting with their campers. 
Typically, these counselors stood off to the side during the activities and only engaged in the 
activity when instructed by the staff person leading the program. As a result, the counselors 
either talked with fellow counselors or collected any materials from the games such as balls or 
Frisbees thrown outside the boundary areas.  
During the first activity of Steal the Crown, none of the counselors are playing the 
game. The object of the game is to run to the center and grab an item when your 
number is called. Some counselors are cheering on their team, others are talking 
with each other, and some appear to just be standing around. Michelle and the 
other counselor on the team stand off to the side talking for a majority of the 
activity. Michelle will gather the items the campers bring back to their line each 
time, but this appears to be her only interaction with the campers. 
 
There were moments when counselors completely disengaged from the activity and 
camper interactions. During the first game, Maria attempted to play alongside the campers, but 
turned her attention toward retrieving items thrown out of the boundaries for most of that game 
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period. However, her interaction changed during the next game when Maria left the team for a 
portion of a game and remained off to the side disengaged. This alternating behavior occurred 
throughout the evening program. 
Maria’s behavior this evening during the group games was really interesting as 
well. I know she said during her interview that she is not athletic, which Janet had 
said that as well and she really didn’t participate in the games. It was interesting 
to see what Maria was doing. She seemed to be more of an organizer or cleaner-
super type because she would try to participate such as the first game, like when 
the balls were going out of bounds, that’s when she would get the balls. And then 
the same thing I noticed started happening with the Hermes toss, when they were 
tossing the balls up into the bucket. At first she was just talking with the 
counselors and not even paying attention. Then toward the end, it looked like 
when they were doing the last call or last few seconds for the game, she was 
picking up and throwing the balls toward the circle (and not up into the buckets 
overhead). But at tug of war, she couldn’t have cared less about that except at the 
very, very end she cheered and participated only when told the counselors were 
supposed to. At the Same time, she sought out the counselors to talk to and she 
could have sought out the campers to chat with or sit with but she didn’t. 
 
The scheduled periods provided some counselors with multiple opportunities to interact 
with the campers particularly when project instruction or guidance was necessary. The projects 
offered in the arts and crafts area periodically required some instruction from the counselors, but 
campers primarily worked at their leisure with little assistance from the staff. I frequently 
observed Holly providing momentary instruction or feedback to the campers. She patiently 
listened to, watched, and assisted the campers. 
When I walked around Holly was talking with a camper. She’s standing next to 
the camper about shoulder to shoulder and they are focused on their project but 
were talking to each other. Later, Holly is talking frequently with the campers 
here, there is rarely a quiet time between the conversations at this table…One 
camper has come up asking Holly to start the project, Holly gets the items and 
show camper how to do it. She is showing the process step-by-step, she describes 
it in a calm manner. 
 
There were few situations when I observed Michelle providing instruction to campers in 
this activity area. Rather, she typically engaged in conversations with the counselors and 
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periodically included the campers in the discussion. However, during one observation Michelle 
spent considerable time helping a camper learn to make a lanyard. This particular camper 
struggled with the technique and Michelle spent approximately 30 minutes trying to identify the 
issue. Initially, the camper was seated across the table, but Michelle moved the camper closer so 
she could “helicopter” the camper’s technique. Michelle displayed some frustration, as she spoke 
with a slightly raised voice during each correction. Eventually, Michelle identified the issue and 
helped the camper improve their technique by verbally stating the steps for making the lanyard. 
Michelle complimented the camper and continued to watch her progression for the remainder of 
the activity period. 
Michelle appears to be working through how best to teach this skill to the camper 
and may be getting frustrated in the process. Michelle has given the lanyard back 
to the camper and periodically gazes over to see how they are doing. Then 
Michelle began intently watching the camper’s technique and noticed her 
inconsistencies. She has her verbalize the steps as she is doing them and that 
seems to help. Michelle tells the camper to do this for a few tries in order for the 
technique to “sink in” and become natural. “Say it out loud…over, under, straight 
across.” 
 
Additionally, I observed Michelle’s attention to the campers’ techniques during a cabin 
group activity where the campers collectively completed a project. She periodically interacted 
with the campers during the activity, as she frequently socialized with other counselors nearby. 
However, she engaged with the campers as they were closer to completing the project. Michelle 
asked the campers questions and gently guided them through a problem-solving process. The 
groups were seated on the floor and she sat cross-legged on the floor while working with them. 
Her voice was neutral and she let them work through the problem that everyone was trying to 
solve. 
Michelle’s second group is almost finished and they show the windmill to her. “I 
like that design,” she says while yawning. She then returns to help the other group 
and is standing over them again, but then squats down to work more closely with 
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them. Pointing to different pieces, she appears to be helping them problem-solve. 
They’re looking to her each time they do something and she advises them. I’m not 
seeing overt emotional responses or support from her. She is speaking to them in 
a monotone voice, kind of matter of fact. However, she is sticking with them 
through their project. 
 
Scheduled activities such as rock wall climbing presented a different situation for 
interactions between campers and counselors. This activity was typically selected by the campers 
but this did not guarantee everyone’s participation. Holly appeared to recognize some campers in 
her group were not interested in the activity. She brought materials for these campers to make 
friendship bracelets while the other campers climbed. Holly distributed the materials to the 
campers and attempted to show them various bracelet-making techniques. However, her 
interaction with the campers was limited as the staff member supervising the rock wall activity 
requested the counselors’ assistance at the wall. Holly moved between the two areas where her 
campers were located. She did appear somewhat frazzled, as she appeared more interested in 
demonstrating bracelet-making techniques to the campers and counselors but she displayed a 
seriousness when assisting campers at the climbing wall. 
I thought I heard her ask the group why they selected the activity when they 
didn’t want to climb, but her thought appeared to trail off “never mind”. Then she 
moved to the table and helping the other campers (from other cabins) get their 
equipment ready. Holly is sitting back with many of her campers that aren’t 
climbing. Holly brought an activity (friendship and bead bracelets) for the 
campers not climbing to do. There are two campers and two counselors at her 
table. She is giving instructions on how to do this project. Holly is helping a 
counselor make their bracelet. The staff person calls out again for the counselors 
to help at the rock wall and Holly gets up and makes the comment, “I guess I 
can’t teach you.” She then runs over to the wall when she sees campers are on all 
sides of the tower.  
The counselors interacted with the campers in multiple ways. Some counselors appeared 
to choose their engagement whereas other situations were based on the scheduled activities 
taking place and campers’ needs at the time. The counselors’ interactions also revealed 
  
202 
differences among their approaches to addressing conflicts or issues that arose during the 
program. 
Major Theme: #3: Counselors’ Approach to Conflicts or Issues 
Counselors may encounter various issues in their position related to the tasks or the 
campers in the program. These counselors encountered a few different issues during the 
observations where they displayed a range of behaviors from passive to calm to overtly irritable. 
The idea of passively managing an issue emerged during an observation involving 
Michelle and a distraught camper. The observation took place during an activity period in which 
Michelle was making lanyards with campers in the arts and crafts building. She was seated at a 
table with approximately five campers and another counselor when one of her campers arrived 
crying. The camper was wearing her bathing suit and towel when she approached Michelle from 
behind. Michelle was seated at the table with her back toward the entrance and the camper 
leaned over her shoulder. Michelle asked the camper if she had been able to find her wristband 
and the camper had not been successful. Michelle did not turn around to directly address the 
camper. Instead, she asked the other counselor to find a staff person to help the camper obtain a 
new wristband. Michelle continued to work on lanyards throughout both interactions. The 
camper and the other counselor left the work room separately. There was no follow-up 
conversation when the counselor returned to the table a few minutes later. Michelle mentioned 
during her interview that she took a strong, sometimes “mean” approach when campers became 
homesick and usually small incidents like losing a towel would spark a homesick feeling among 
them. Michelle’s behavior was comparable to her earlier description. 
One of her campers has come into this room and approached Michelle twice now, 
in her swimsuit. I cannot hear exactly what is being said but the second time she 
comes in, she has clearly been crying. She was wiping her eyes and sniffling. It 
appears that she was looking for her wristband for the swim test but couldn’t find 
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it. Both times she came up behind. Michelle never turned around to look at the 
camper. She did hear her this second time but mumbled something “you didn’t 
find it?” The girl said no, and Michelle asked the counselor next to her if another 
Arts and Craft counselor could help or get it for her. The first counselor got up 
and found the girl, who by this time had walked away from Michelle. The 
counselor also found the A&C counselor of reference who said they would be 
able to help the camper. Meanwhile Michelle never moved from her position 
instead continued to help the other campers at the table with their lanyards. The 
camper never returned to the room or Michelle for the rest of the activity period.  
 
A passive response to a conflict also included a lack of response in some cases. For 
example, one of the cabin group activities was a hayrack ride throughout the camp and park 
property. The tractor driver always reviewed the rules before any individual boarded the hayrack. 
The campers were told the tractor would not stop, under any circumstance, if they dropped an 
item during the ride. During one observational period, Janet’s campers shared a ride with another 
cabin group. The ride was returning to camp when a female camper accidently dropped a huge 
clip of hair bands on the ground. The girl stated out loud “oh no, my hair bands” and a few 
campers turned to look at her. The volunteer counselor inquired about the reason for bringing the 
hair bands on the ride. After the camper responded, the volunteer tapped Janet on the knee and 
relayed the situation. I was unable to hear Janet’s exact response, however I suspected the 
response pertained to an inability to stop the ride, or the rule. The volunteer and Janet never re-
addressed the camper even though she continued to wait for their response alongside the other 
campers. Eventually, the camper shrugged her shoulders, turned around in her seat and the hair 
bands were left on the road. 
The volunteer turned back around and tapped Janet’s knee since she was laying 
down. The volunteer said something to Janet but I couldn’t hear the comment and 
what Janet’s reply might have been. The volunteer did not readdress the camper, 
nor did anyone comment stop the ride to pick up the hair bands or allow the 
camper to get off to pick them up. As we drove farther away from where the hair 
bands were dropped the camper stared toward them and the volunteer. Nothing 
happened and the camper turned back in her seat, “oh well”. The campers on her 
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side looked back when the hair bands were dropped and toward the counselors, 
but within a minute they resumed starting out over the bar of their seat. 
 
The element of calmly addressing conflict or issues was intermixed with Holly’s passive 
responses. Holly and I were conversing when she noticed two male campers whipping each other 
with their nametags while laughing. She briskly walked over to the boys and asked them to stop. 
While her approach was quick, she maintained a calm demeanor by not raising her voice. Janet 
simultaneously recognized the situation and attempted to correct the boys’ behavior. Holly 
stopped while Janet instructed the boys to stop their behavior and leave the area. Holly did not 
interject, she let Janet address the situation.  
While we were talking, Holly constantly scanned the pavilion watching a few 
groups of campers. At one point she saw 2 boys whipping their nametags at each 
other, playfully (smiling and laughing) and she walked over to them. These boys 
were pre-adolescent age. She told them to stop in a low voice but I could still hear 
her. This tone of voice was exactly the same as when she is talking regularly with 
people (campers or counselors). While making this statement she was looking 
directly at them. At the Same time, Janet came up from the other side of the boy 
and yelled out “BOYS!” Holly stopped in her place and watched Janet told them 
to stop hitting each other in a loud voice. The boys turned, put their nametags 
back on and walked away. Holly turned around and walked back over to me. 
 
Maria approached potential conflicts or issues with campers in a calm manner. During an 
observation of her club activity, Maria shared historical information about various buildings on 
the park property for the campers. A young camper started getting rambunctious and stood on 
top of a tool used to clean dirt from the soles of shoes. Maria noticed this boy and calmly 
corrected the behavior by inquiring whether he knew about the tool. When he stated “yes”, she 
cheerfully replied “oh then you know how to use it.”  
We all walked to the coach house where Maria read more information. A young 
male camper was standing on something and Maria said, “that’s not what it’s used 
of. Do you want me to show you? Oh you know what to do,” as he wipes his 
shoes through the bristles. This was a shoe sole cleaner used at golf centers to get 
the dirt, grass, etc. off of shoes before walking into the building. Maria spoke in 
her normal tones, never raising her voice or causing alarm when she corrected this 
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camper. She appeared calm or even keeled when attempting to show the camper 
the proper use. 
 
Maria encountered a different issue during an activity period when a tool would not 
work. Maria and Holly helped with a melting crayon art project, but the electrical outlet at that 
table could not support the plugs for two hair dryers. While Holly worked with the campers, 
Maria quickly tried to find a solution to the problem. She obtained a power strip and plugged the 
tools into it, but the breaker was tripped when both hairdryers were simultaneously used. Again, 
Maria calmly attempted to identify a solution while Holly helped the campers. Maria and Holly 
eventually conceded and moved their station to a different table. Both Maria and Holly managed 
this situation in a calm manner even though the table was crowded with campers standing 
shoulder-to-shoulder eagerly making their crayon creations. 
There seems to be a problem because both Maria and Holly will be using hair 
dryer to melt the crayons but the cords are not fitting into the plugs. While the 
table is swarmed with campers starting their projects, Maria is trying to figure out 
what they are going to do. While one of them was plugged in, a circuit blew for 
that part of the building. A staff person went over and switched it back on, but 
Maria and Holly were still trying to figure out how they were going to both be 
able to work at the same time…The crayon art is at a standstill for the moment. 
Maria leaves the station but returns a few minutes later with a power strip. This 
seems to do the trick and both of them are able to start melting the crayon art 
again. Later, they moved all the crayon art projects, trays and hair dryers to the 
wall table behind their station.  
 
Sometimes a counselor’s response to a conflict or issue was loud and irritable. Unlike 
Holly and Maria, Janet made several loud statements that appeared to indicate her irritation with 
a situation. Earlier I described Janet’s interjection when Holly attempted to correct the 
misbehavior of two boys during an activity. She approached the boys and loudly stated “Boys!” 
She continued to use the same tone while correcting their behavior. A similar reaction was 
observed when her cabin group approached the waterfront for their swimming activity. As the 
group reached the half way point, a camp administrator demanded the group stop. This 
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individual halted Janet’s group due to their early arrival before the lifeguards were ready. Janet 
immediately rebuked the assertion and indicated her group was previously “yelled at” for 
arriving late for the activity. Another cabin approached this scene and Janet briskly walked 
toward the counselor to inform her of the issue. The other counselor calmly suggested a 
compromise to wait outside the swimming area while walking past Janet. This situation occurred 
in a busy area of the camp where approximately 50-60 campers and 10 counselors were engaged 
in an activity with that camp administrator in addition to the three cabins involved in the early 
waterfront arrival issue.  
All of a sudden I hear yelling, “whoaaaaa, stoppppp!” A camp administrator 
leading the group challenge activity stopped our group saying we were going to 
the waterfront too early for cabin group time. This camp administrator’s voice 
was high and mildly authoritative. Janet was quick to respond with “well last time 
we got yelled at because we were too late so we decided to leave early this time.” 
This statement was made loudly and had a sharp tone. The campers were 
surrounding Janet and her cabin mate at this time and were standing there still and 
quiet. The camp administration stated no staff would be at the waterfront yet and 
“as a former lifeguard I can’t in good faith let you go any further.” At this point 
another cabin walking to the waterfront was approaching and Janet quickly turned 
around and briskly walked over to the approaching counselors loudly stating “we 
just got yelled at for coming too early even though last time we got yelled at for 
coming too late”…The other counselor wasn’t fazed and just kept walking saying 
“can we just stand outside the fence?” 
 
The counselors’ behavior during conflicts or issues ranged from passive or calm to overt 
expressions of irritation. In each situation, campers were either directly involved or in the 
immediate vicinity of the situation. There were other observed examples regarding the 
counselors’ behaviors and their responsibilities related to the campers. 
Major Theme #4: Focus of Responsibility with Campers’ Activities 
The counselors have the responsibility to care for the campers, and this responsibility 
could be seen in several ways for these counselors. The concept of safety appeared to comprise 
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the counselors’ behaviors related to their perceived responsibilities when working with the 
campers. 
During their interviews, the counselors described their responsibility with safety-related 
situations as a formality that they automatically assumed. The observations revealed specific 
situations where counselors took their safety responsibility seriously. For instance, the waterfront 
staff conducted a buddy check with campers every 15 minutes while the swimming area was 
open. The waterfront staff and counselors demonstrated seriousness with the buddy check 
system. A counselor was stationed to the buddy board throughout the activity ensuring that all 
campers arrived with a buddy and were then assigned a number. The number was checked off at 
the board and stated aloud during the buddy check. Campers had to stop swimming, find their 
partner, get out of the water, and hold hands in the air while the numbers were recited. During 
Janet’s observational period, she willingly took the responsibility for checking the buddy board 
during the drill.  
The counselors are all hanging out at the diving board and a buddy check is 
called. Janet comes over to help with the numbers. 
 
The rock wall was an activity area observed multiple times due to Holly’s, Michelle’s, 
and Maria’s campers selecting it for their cabin group activity. This activity was led by a staff 
member but each counselor was asked to help during the activity by checking campers’ 
harnesses or belaying campers. Holly appeared to take the most time when checking each 
camper’s harness before they climbed the wall. She meticulously pulled, tugged, and moved each 
piece of the harness and helmet to ensure the fit was correct. Holly did not immediately take on 
this responsibility, as she was working with her campers who were not participating in the 
activity. However, the staff member requested the counselors’ help approximately 2-3 times 
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before instructing all counselors to help at the wall. During this time, Holly focused on this 
responsibility.  
The staff person calls out again for the counselors to help at the rock wall and 
Holly gets up…The campers come over to the wall and Holly checks the 
campers’ helmets and harnesses one by one. She bends down to their level, looks 
them in the eye and is talking to them as she is making the adjustments. She’s 
really taking time to check equipment on kids. She is taking her time and 
checking each piece of the equipment for each child. She spends several minutes 
on each child. 
 
Michelle also helped with checking safety harnesses. She took a detailed approach to 
checking each component of the equipment but not as long as Holly. Similar to Holly’s week, the 
counselors were infrequently engaged with the activity, as they generally migrated back to the 
picnic shelter to chat with each other or with campers. In one situation, Michelle was the only 
counselor at the rock wall and two campers were climbing on the automatic belay side. The other 
counselors and staff member were at the picnic shelter when I noticed Michelle walking away 
from the rock wall area. As she walked up the path toward the cabins, she looked back several 
times as the campers continued to climb. She turned around again approximately 20 yards away 
and yelled to a counselor standing under the shelter. This counselor sprinted toward the wall 
while Michelle left the area.  
Another counselor came back to the pavilion and asked Michelle to return to the 
rock wall because her campers were climbing and there were no other female 
counselors to help as they came down. I noticed Michelle checking helmets and 
harnesses of the campers. Then I look back over and I see her walking away from 
the rock wall; no other staff were over there. There were two campers climbing, 
hooked into the automatics belays, and a bench full of campers waiting to go. 
Michelle gets about 20 yards away and turns back, she looks at the rock wall then 
at the shelter. She calls over to a counselor in the shelter and asks them to go over 
to the wall; that counselor runs over. 
 
The week of Maria’s cabin group activity at the rock wall, the staff member instructed 
each counselor to help at a station due to the higher number of campers participating in the 
  
209 
activity. Unlike previous observations, the counselors immediately followed the instructions and 
remained in their positions without hesitation for the duration of the activity. Maria did not 
appear to anticipate this responsibility, as she removed a book from a bag upon arriving at the 
picnic shelter. She seemed to believe this was an opportunity for her personal activity while the 
campers were engaged. However, she did not hesitate when instructed to help and took a manual 
belay position. 
Everyone came to the activities and the campers sat at the table and counselors 
huddled at another table. Most of the counselors sat down and started working on 
friendship bracelets or eating snacks. Maria brought a book with her. It appeared 
to be a book for leisure reading. The staff person then loudly states “counselors 
you all need to help with harnesses and all need to help belay today.” All the 
counselors put their things down, got up from their seats and began helping 
campers. This was a completely different scene from the last time I observed rock 
wall during cabin group times. During those observations, the counselors had to 
be told twice, and in one case three times to help the campers. Even with those 
prompts, several counselors kept leaving their post to return to the shelter for their 
own engagement with counselors. Maria is belaying on the manual side.   
 
The counselors followed through with their responsibility to oversee the campers’ safety 
in various capacities. The staff member working at the rock wall requested the counselors’ 
assistance and they each assumed different tasks. Holly focused on thoroughly checking 
campers’ climbing harnesses while Maria positioned herself at the belaying station with little 
camper interaction despite her initial interest with reading a book during the activity. Michelle 
checked harnesses and conversed with campers while they waited their turn. However, a lapse in 
judgment was observed when a replacement for her position was not obtained prior to leaving 
the area while campers continued to climb without any immediate supervision. 
Summary 
Responsible decision-making is centered on an individual’s ability to behave in a manner 
that is socially and ethically-minded while also considering the potential consequences of acting 
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without such considerations. Counselors would demonstrate this skill set through their ability to 
behave in a considerate manner with campers and fellow counselors as well as understanding the 
needs of others and addressing them accordingly. The study revealed the counselors’ approach 
and demeanor when addressing decision-making situations with the campers. 
The campers described their counselors as facilitating the group decision-making process. 
Their responses suggested the counselors used that approach to ensure the campers’ engagement 
in the process as well as their ability to enjoy the activities once selected and assigned. The 
researcher observed some instances when the counselors’ facilitation was demonstrated, but only 
some counselors exhibited this skill. The campers appreciated their counselors’ involvement in 
this group decision-making process, as they were viewed as “knowledgeable and experienced” 
counselors with the campers’ best interests in mind.  
The counselors believed their behaviors and actions demonstrated their respect of the 
campers. Counselors perceived that enacting a strict attitude with the campers displayed a lack of 
trust for their ability to make the decisions afforded to them at camp. Instead, the counselors 
sought to show respect through behaving in a relaxed manner when interacting with the campers. 
They also intended to demonstrate respect through their involvement when addressing camper 
conflicts. The counselors used logical reasoning to help campers understand and resolve their 
issues in a considerate manner. The observations periodically diverged from the counselors 
intended behaviors. Several instances occurred when the counselors failed to respond to camper-
involved situations in a respectful manner due to the appearance of ignoring the situation or lack 
of awareness to the campers’ perspectives in those moments. 
The counselors appeared to possess a moderate form of this skill set, as they did behave 
in a generally friendly and considerate manner with the campers most of the time. Differences 
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were noticed between counselors as well as within counselors depending on the situation. The 
inconsistency demonstrated here suggests the counselors may not have adequately assessed the 
impact of their behaviors on the campers’ feelings in some situations. 
Non-SEL Specific Findings 
The purpose of this study was to explore counselors’ and campers’ perceptions of SEL-
related competencies even though this skill set was not specifically incorporated into the camp 
curriculum. In the interviews, opportunities were provided for additional themes or issues to 
emerge in participants’ responses. These non-SEL specific findings differed for the counselors 
and the campers, which provided an interesting opportunity to explore other content and from the 
different perspectives. 
Campers 
The questions for campers were designed to elicit their perceptions of their counselor’s 
behaviors and actions. During the interviews, campers regularly provided information that was 
not directly related to the five SEL competencies. However, these additional insights contributed 
to a broader understanding of SEL acquisition within this specific context. Two common themes 
emerged pertaining to campers’ friends and the activities. A minor theme focused on other 
counselor qualities as identified during the coding and analysis. 
Major Theme #1: Camper Friendships 
The topic of friendships was not specifically included in this study, but the topic was 
reiterated numerous times by the campers in the interviews. Friendships were discussed as being 
highly important to the campers’ program experiences. The role of counselors in facilitating 
friendships was absent from these discussions. However, Michelle’s campers described her 
intervening role positively when she helped a camper work through a friend-
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campers discussed the topic of friendships as establishing relationships and spending time with 
their friends. 
Ten out of twelve campers indicated that establishing friendships at camp was an 
important component of their experience. For these campers, friends were key individuals with 
whom they spent considerable time. The idea of “hanging out” with one’s group of friends was 
frequently mentioned by the campers. Campers often described hanging out with their friends in 
the cabin during rest hour, walking around together during activities, or working together to plan 
their day. 
All the people in your cabin are usually really nice. Like you all hang out, you 
talk before bed, then you all kind of plan stuff. Like me and my cabin mates we 
like planned to go boating. Like we planned to go fishing, we just like plan 
everything. Like we’re great friends. (Jane) 
 
Some campers described feeling nervous or apprehensive arriving at camp, as they were 
uncertain about the friendliness of the campers in their cabin group. Kate had attended camp for 
several years, but she continued to feel nervous on the first day. Both Kate and Jane had 
difficulty making friends during past camp sessions when their cabin was comprised of pre-
established friendship groups and they were slightly nervous about a similar situation occurring 
this time. 
[Last year] it was kind of harder to make friends with them, I think. Like they 
were from all different places, so I didn’t know any of ‘em and I was the only one 
from here. (Kate) 
 
My other cabins, like everybody had a friend and they didn’t want, like I was just 
kind of like “Ahhh.” [This cabin] none of them brought a friend. Like there’s two 
sisters and that’s it. (Jane) 
 
The new campers in this sample described their friendships as equally important to their 
experience as the returning campers did. May, Natalie, and Ruby intertwined their friendships 
with their camp experience. The ability to make friends and spend time with them was described 
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as almost an activity in and of itself at camp. Natalie recommended new campers actively seek 
out other campers to befriend rather than secluding themselves. She felt this approach led to a 
better, more enjoyable camp experience. This suggestion was made for campers to follow on 
their own, as she did not include counselors in this relationship-building opportunity. 
Just be yourself, like go out and meet new people, I guess. Or otherwise it’s just 
boring. Like just be ready I guess for whatever could happen. Don’t freak out if 
you forget to pack something, don’t be afraid to put yourself out there. I think for 
some people, they don’t really like, they just like to sit by themselves and they 
don’t really want to interact with people. I like to be with everyone. Like if 
someone just alone by themselves approaches another person, I think it would 
make that person feel better than they actually have someone to like interact with 
and everything. (Natalie) 
 
The element of making friends was connected to the campers’ desire to spend time with 
their friends at camp. The campers described interacting with their friends in various situations, 
including cabin time conversations or hanging out during activities. Ruby and Kelly were part of 
the Jenny friend group in their cabin. These campers described frequently sitting on a friend’s 
bed, talking, and laughing in the cabin.  
Most of the time when we had cabin time, we would just sit, all of my friends 
would sit in one bed and like laugh and have fun time. Cabin time would never be 
like drawing or making like necklaces or bracelets. We would just sit and talk or 
take a nap. (Ruby) 
 
Interestingly, Kelly recruited Ruby to attend this camp; a feat that took several years to 
accomplish. This friend group collectively moved between activities during the day and 
continued to stay together during evening activities as much as possible.  
Me and my friends were like, in my cabin, we played outside a lot, in just the 
area. I forgot what it’s called. With a ball or something…Mostly I’ve pretty much 
just hung out there, my friends and me. (Kelly) 
 
Jane and Kate described their cabin group friendships as quickly formulating then going 
on to have fun together during activities. Jane initially described the campers sitting on bunks 
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freely throwing items back and forth and then playing “truth or dare”. During the week, Kate 
hurt her ankle after stepping in a hole in the lake floor when swimming. Although she 
experienced pain from the injury, Kate was reluctant to tell her friends since they were 
enthusiastically swimming and having fun together.  
I didn’t realize but there was a hole there covering it and so I stepped into it and I 
twisted my ankle. I was having too much fun so I didn’t tell my friends ‘cause I 
didn’t want ‘em to like get out and be like, “Oh we can walk back now.” I’d 
rather keep swimming. (Kate) 
 
The time spent with friends also included numerous conversations between campers in 
the cabins. Carmen, Laney, and May indicated their friendship group engaged in “deep 
conversations” regularly before bed. These conversations were meaningful to these campers, and 
this activity allowed them to bond with each other.  
Last night at the candlelight ceremony uh, we said our favorite thing was our deep 
conversation, ‘cause our cabin really talks to each other, spills out their feelings 
‘cause we all know each other now. Like we’re good friends. We talk to each 
other a lot. (May) 
 
The option to simply walk around with friends was also identified by campers. The 
campers indicated walking around with their friends during activities as another way to interact 
with each other throughout the day. For instance, Helen enjoyed the opportunity to freely walk 
around in a group. 
I like to just hang around with my friends and stuff. Like we just kind of walk 
around. (Helen) 
 
These campers described the importance of establishing friendships during camp. The 
friendships were connected to the individuals within their cabin group and considerable time was 
spent becoming acquainted with each other. This process included conversing in the cabins, 
engaging in activities together, or simply hanging out with each other during the day. The 
campers were not specifically asked about their friendships during this study. Rather, they 
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interjected the importance of their friends in their responses to open questions as well as scenario 
based questions that were focused on their counselor’s actions. The campers also described their 
activity engagement and opportunities as an important feature in their overall experience in this 
program. 
Major Theme #2: Activity Selection and Opportunities 
The campers provided additional information regarding the activities they sought out in 
their camp experience. Some campers identified and engaged in activities comparable to their 
interests, whereas other campers indicated that the freedom to choose activities was integral to 
their experience. 
Three campers commented on the beauty of the camp property and their enjoyment with 
spending time in such a setting. May and Laney felt this area was a “really pretty” location for 
camp. Natalie was particularly enthralled with the property, as it was “comparable” to her home 
environment with significant natural, open space. As a result, she connected with this 
environment for the camp program.  
When we were driving up, it was so pretty. I was just like [gasping]. ‘Cause like 
this is what I live around, just a whole bunch of trees, like my driveway is a 
quarter of a mile long…then there’s my house and it’s surrounded by trees. 
(Natalie) 
 
The property’s beauty may have connected some campers to the programs, but the other 
campers were enthusiastic about engaging in activities that peaked their interests. May and 
Evelyn described their participation in camp activities that stemmed from prior experience or 
knowledge. For instance, May enjoyed the camp unit programs, as they connected to a book 
series that interested her. Evelyn identified archery as a primary activity that she sought out. 
Prior to camp, she completed a hunter’s safety license and learned archery skills. She enjoyed the 
opportunity to practice her new archery skills at camp. 
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This is actually just my first year and I really, really liked it. I’m really into like 
Percy Jackson and that stuff. This has been really fun. I thought it was cool that 
we were all in like the different groups for like Zeus, Hera, and that stuff. (May)  
Some campers enjoyed the opportunity to participate in new activities, different from 
those at home. Ava recalled the opportunity to attempt and learn new activities as an enjoyable 
experience. Jenny discussed her activity engagement as the highlight of her summer. She spent 
considerable time in the arts and crafts activity area making the planned activity projects each 
day. For Jenny, the activities differed from home, which enhanced her enjoyment of camp. 
It’s something I do over the summer besides in my room playin’ with my Harry 
Potter, playin’ with my sisters like that. There like different activities that I don’t 
get to do at home. (Jenny) 
 
The campers were enthusiastic about the freedom to choose their activities. Many camps 
provide some opportunities to personally select activities, but campers are often required to 
participate in those activities for the duration. This camp provided four hours of open activity 
time where campers freely moved between activities at their leisure. May believed this camp was 
designed for youth due to the volume of activities. Additionally, the freedom to wear one’s 
pajamas to breakfast without any reprimand was particularly appealing for her.  
You could come to breakfast in your pajamas and nobody’ll care. I did that this 
morning. (May) 
 
Carmen, Ruby, and Helen emphasized activity choice as a key component in their 
enjoyment of camp. Carmen believed camp was supposed to be fun and have limited direction. 
This open program design allowed campers to select the activities of most interest, yet they also 
possessed the ability to switch activities when ready. This freedom appealed to the youth, as they 
directed their own activity participation each day.  
There’s a lot of variety, just a lot of freedom. Not like a lot of directions. It’s a, 
just kind of have fun…All the activities you could do and that’s like one of the 
things that kids most look forward to. Like if it’s not exciting, then there’s like no 
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point in doing it. Especially in the summer because summer’s supposed to be fun. 
(Carmen) 
 
Ruby and Helen also connected with the opportunity to pursue their own interests. For 
instance, Ruby reported that the large open spaces and freedom to choose their activities were 
particularly enjoyable. Helen felt the lack of counselor direction or intervention during the 
activities was important to her experience. She reveled in the opportunity to determine her 
engagement level and activity interest rather than having an adult dictate her schedule. 
Well you do all sorts of fun stuff and you can pick during activity time what you 
want to do. Like instead of like doing stuff like that your counselors want to do. 
(Helen) 
 
These campers emphasized their activity engagement as an integral component of their 
camp experience. Some campers sought out activities that connected to their current interests or 
activities exclusively offered in this setting. Other campers indicated their enthusiasm for the 
freedom that camp brought them. They were able to engage in activities of their choosing and on 
their time frame during the activity periods. A minor theme emerged in this analysis that related 
to certain counselor characteristics recognized by the campers. 
Minor theme: Individual Counselor Qualities 
The campers discussed various characteristics of their counselors that pertained to the 
SEL competencies, with the exception of one counselor’s sarcastic demeanor. Maria’s campers 
all described her sense of humor and sarcastic tendencies as a positive quality. The two qualities 
seemed to be interchangeable and rarely was one trait mentioned without the other. For instance, 
the campers described several instances where Maria made a sarcastic remark to them, then 
laughed and stated that she was joking. 
In the beginning, she’s like, she said, “You’re probably gonna think I’m not really 
nice ‘cause I’m not gonna share anything. I’m not gonna share my food or my 
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blanket or anything.” But uh, she’s really funny like she just made the cabin really 
fun. Like she’s laughing and making jokes the whole time. (Ruby) 
 
Maria used sarcasm and humor throughout the campers’ experience. This characteristic 
was employed during the review of camp rules. Natalie recalled Maria’s tactic for diffusing 
camper conflict was to teach her campers to be “mean”. The campers did not take her seriously, 
as everyone burst into laughter at this idea. 
She is funny. Like she told us at the beginning of the camp that she’s going to 
teach us how to be mean people. Oh, it was so funny, she’s like, “If you guys are 
gonna fight someone, get me first ‘cause I [will] come and watch.” It was so 
funny. We just started cracking up. (Natalie) 
 
A similar strategy was used seen discussing the importance for respectful interactions at 
camp. Maria discouraged her campers from gossiping about each other or treating others poorly. 
Her sarcasm was demonstrated when she stated that campers caught gossiping would be beaten 
up by her. Kelly indicated Maria attempted to scare her campers with these sarcastic statements, 
however, she told the campers the statements were a joke. These three campers recognized her 
harmless attempts to be mean when she laughed afterwards, which led them to laugh too.  
She told us this like at the beginning, if anyone was gossiping she said she’d beat 
‘em up. I doubt she’ll actually do that. She likes to joke around a lot. Like she like 
pretends to yell at us, and she’ll be kidding. And, she’ll just like, she’ll be like 
just…really funny. Because she tells us then she just like laughs at us, ‘cause we 
always look super scared. (Kelly) 
 
Unlike other counselors, Maria’s campers frequently incorporated their recognition of her 
sarcasm and humorous demeanor throughout their interviews. These campers believed the 
sarcastic attempts were funny and were a good method for discussing rules or diffusing 
situations. For instance, Ruby and Kelly recalled Maria walking past their friend group and 
making a sarcastic comment about a silly argument they were having at the time. As she laughed, 
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the girls realized the conflict was miniscule and moved on to another activity. Maria’s campers 
described her sarcasm in an endearing fashion and enjoyed her humorous perspective. 
The non-SEL specific themes identified in the analysis demonstrated some other 
elements that might influence a camper’s experience in this setting. These campers frequently 
identified their friendships as a critical component to their camp experience. The opportunity to 
make friends and spend time with them was important to their enjoyment. In some cases, the 
friends influenced a camper’s decision to seek help for an injury, and campers’ activity choices 
were typically guided by the friend group. These campers also identified the significance of their 
activity choices for their enjoyment at camp. The campers were enthusiastic about the 
opportunity to choose their activities for a significant portion of the day as well as find activities 
that matched their interests. One group of campers collectively described the use of sarcasm and 
humor as an appealing characteristic of their relationship and interactions with that counselor. 
These components identified in this section are not directly related to a particular SEL 
competency, but may influence the camper’s learning experiences in some other way that has yet 
to be fully articulated. 
Counselors 
The questions for counselors were designed to elicit their perspectives regarding their 
emotional regulation, social engagement, and inclusivity during camper-counselor interactions. 
The counselors provided a wealth of information in their responses, with some, but not all of the 
information directly connected to SEL specific competencies. Other themes emerged that are 
relevant to the study of SEL. The counselors spoke frequently and in-depth about their prior 
camp experiences, personal non-camp experiences, and other developmental skills they intended 
to teach campers during the program. 
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Major Theme #1: Counselor’s Prior Camp Experiences 
The counselors participating in this study had been engaged with this camp for an 
extended period of time. They began attending the program as youth and continued their 
engagement through volunteering and working as camp counselors when they were old enough. 
The counselors’ experiences with this camp were interwoven in their responses to questions for 
all SEL competencies. For many of them, the reason behind their behavioral choices related to 
their personal camp experience. The concept that they were previously observant campers or that 
their own camper behavior prepared them for situations was frequently voiced in the interviews. 
The counselors referenced the campers being observant and always watching them, even 
idolizing them, throughout the interview. The counselors linked this behavior to their own 
experience of counselor idolization when they were younger campers. The counselors were able 
to easily recall various situations where camp counselors behaved unprofessionally, lacked 
knowledge, or cared more about their social needs than the campers’ experience. Janet attended 
two camps as a youth, one specialty camp and this 4-H camp. In both situations, she described 
counselors that were inadequately trained to handle homesickness cases. She was frequently 
asked to help soothe a distressed camper that was a relative. Now, Janet described the 
counselors’ role as a pseudo-motherly figure that was there to care for and guide the campers 
through their experience.  
The year after Mariah had a really awful counselor. Like I’ve known since I was 
eight that I wanted to be a counselor here. I even talked about this in my interview 
with Mike, that I knew that I didn’t want to be a counselor like her. She was there 
for herself. She didn’t care about the campers. She just wanted to be a camper and 
get paid for it. She didn’t want to have any responsibility. (Janet) 
 
Michelle and Holly recalled their youthful observations of the counselors during their 
camp experience. Unlike Janet, both counselors recalled positive observations. Michelle recalled 
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the counselors’ confidence and friendliness with each other. Observing these behaviors made her 
want to behave in a similarly confident manner with her campers. The counselors’ ability to feel 
confident while acting “ridiculous” helped her to open up.  
I think that counselors like show their emotions a lot. I don’t think I’ve ever seen 
anyone like, a counselor who is a really quiet, reserved, counselor. I think that sort 
of encourages the kids to be more outgoing and there are a lot of shy campers who 
come here and you’ll see them sort of break out of that at camp. Like the 
counselors have a lot to do with that and we’re never, you know, at the dance, 
we’re like kind of crazy. Like every song we have to be super, we have to be the 
loudest, and I think that sort of seeing people that they look up to act completely 
ridiculous, let’s them know that it’s okay to be completely ridiculous sometimes. 
(Michelle) 
 
Holly also indicated the counselors helped her “break out of her shell”. She intended to 
continue in this direction by confidently acting silly while singing songs or leading activities. 
Michelle and Holly recalled their excitement as campers when their counselors “hung out” with 
them and talked to them as adults. This made them feel special, and in turn, they intended to 
engage in a similar fashion with their campers. Michelle referenced her love for having inside 
jokes with her cabin group and “hanging out” with them while braiding hair and talking.  
Like being a fun counselor, I think is just not necessarily being like, “Oh, you 
guys can go do whatever you want.” Like being with them a lot and hanging out 
with them, talking to them, getting to know them like on a familial level, on like a 
what they want to do with their life level, sort of helping, I don’t know. Like just 
hanging out with them. I think that’s a fun counselor. I loved when counselors 
would hang out with me, when I was a camper. (Michelle) 
 
Holly was enamored with her counselors’ “witty banter” and mature conversations. 
However, she suggested these experiences heightened her awareness to campers mimicking the 
counselors’ behaviors, language, or actions, whether positive or negative. For these counselors, 
their observations as campers carried over into their current work and the lessons they hoped to 
instill within the youth at the camp. 
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I would hope that would help someone else come out of their shell a little bit, too, 
you know? “Oh well. Like, you know, like she did that in front of 300 people. 
Like I can do this,” you know? I’ve had people like that at camp for me, I think 
really helped me come out of my shell. I would hope that that, you know, would 
happen with some campers. (Holly) 
 
Some counselors incorporated their actual behavior into their responses as the reason for 
seeking to impact campers’ experiences in a certain manner. Maria and Janet indicated they were 
difficult campers. Maria described her experiences as “unlucky” since she was regularly assigned 
to cabins with pre-existing friend groups. She found these situations difficult and recalled the 
counselor encouraging her to try new activities as a remedy to homesickness. Unlike the other 
counselors, Maria never adopted a strong focus on developing independence among her campers. 
Rather, she sought to demonstrate confidence as she interacted with the campers and hoped their 
own confidence grew in the process. Presently, she felt confident handling any case of 
homesickness, because she has encountered numerous cases over the previous two years. 
Similarly, the intended inclusive behavior she described throughout the interview may be 
connected to the exclusivity experienced as a camper.  
I feel like you learn about yourself whenever you’re away for five days. Camp is 
really special. Like you get out here and it’s all new people. It’s all new people, 
you’re like reborn, you can be the exact person you want to be. I feel like that’s 
when you can be, like you have the potential to be truest to yourself. Like 
hopefully, they do take the opportunity to be like truly themselves, make friends 
who truly love them for being themselves, maybe they go back being more 
themselves even, too. That would be nice. (Maria) 
 
Janet described herself as a challenging older camper for which she now felt remorseful. 
However, she described helping her relative and campers cope with being away from the 
familiarity of home. She was equally confident in her ability to address campers’ homesickness 
and needs. These counselors incorporated their personal behaviors as campers into their 
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responses for addressing various camper-related issues, in addition to teaching developmental 
skills. 
I still remember my counselors when I was 13 and 14. I was awful to them, I 
remember that, and I feel really bad about it. I know one of them outside of camp 
and I like apologized recently for I acted when I was like a freshman in high 
school. (Janet) 
 
The counselors’ prior camp experience was an additional theme that was interwoven 
throughout their interview responses. Another experiential element emerged during the analysis 
related to the counselors’ experiences outside of camp and how they impacted their perspectives 
when interacting with and addressing their campers’ needs. 
Major Theme #2: Personal Perspectives and Non-Camp Experiences 
The counselors provided various answers regarding their intended approach for working 
with the campers and impacting their skill development, both in term of SEL competencies as 
well as other developmental skills. While many responses were related to their prior camp 
experience, the counselors indicated certain behaviors were important to them personally. The 
analysis revealed the counselors’ personal perspectives and outside camp experiences were 
important to their choices in the counselor role. 
While the counselors described their opinions throughout the interview, some questions 
elicited stronger perspectives for some counselors. These perspectives have been discussed in 
some SEL competency sections, however additional discussion regarding the origin of their 
viewpoints contributes to a broader understanding of the potential impact on campers. These 
stronger viewpoints were apparent when counselors indicated a certain behavior or action was 
important to them. For example, Holly adjusted the morning routine in order to provide adequate 
time for the campers to get ready before breakfast. She disliked feeling rushed and unkempt for 
breakfast, thus she ensured the campers did not experience a similar feeling at camp. This 
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perspective was not connected to any specific situation she had encountered previously. Holly 
related her own feelings to the experience she intended to provide for her campers.  
I realized I was like, “We need to get to flag raising like right now.” I don’t know 
it it’s necessary like they think about, they thing about it uh, like me doing it 
versus not doing it, because it’s always been like if I do it one week I’ll do it, you 
know, for the whole week and I always do that. Like it’s important to me, it’s like 
how you start the day. I hate waking up late for stuff, like that’s important to me. 
And like I don’t want to like put that pressure on them. (Holly) 
 
Similarly, Maria indicated campers should socialize with different people at camp in 
order to be prepared for an adult world where people must socialize and interact even when they 
did not agree. Michelle presented the strongest personal perspective of the counselors when she 
consistently described her approach to camper conflicts as contemplating their feelings. She 
strongly believed campers were in a vulnerable developmental stage where she needed to 
consider her own behaviors when interacting with them as well as helping them work through 
their different emotional struggles. Michelle never linked this perspective to a specific 
experience, yet this approach emerged in several of her responses. For instance, Michelle 
believed many adults perceived youth as having less emotional capacity whereas she opposed 
that perception. These counselors provided strong perspectives that appeared to stand alone, not 
linked to a particular experience, that was described in the interviews. 
After I listen for a while, I’ll usually try and think about like how would it feel if I 
was this camper. Like I think a lot of people think of kids as like less, having less 
capacity like for like emotion and I think it’s kind of the opposite. Like they hurt 
the most when things like that [peer conflict] happen. (Michelle) 
 
Counselors described numerous impactful experiences and these outside camp situations 
appeared to influence their behaviors and the lessons they taught to campers. Holly and Janet 
were similarly involved in high school clubs and out-of-school programs. Holly’s service 
experiences allowed her to interact with diverse populations. These experiences were initially 
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described in the opening conversation for the interview and emerged throughout her responses as 
well. She described learning empathy from her experiences, and then frequently indicated her 
hope for demonstrating and teaching empathy to campers. Her experiences working with diverse 
populations opened her to other perspectives and ways of living that led to her contemplating her 
behaviors with the campers. She referenced “walking in someone else’s shoes” as well as 
acknowledging differences in campers’ personalities and behaviors.  
I got to help uh, organize uh, ways for us to benefit the community and that’s 
really important to me. I really like doing volunteer work, that was a really good 
way for me to do that. And play a deeper role in that club for my junior and senior 
year when I was an officer. I’ve also gone on a few mission trips. I actually did it 
uh, through my church. The first one was through a combined youth group 
through like two of the churches in my town. Like it was just cool because we’re 
different denominations, and I like the cooperative like working togetherness of 
that. (Holly) 
 
Janet directly connected her familial experience with her calm demeanor when working 
with campers. She had worked with individuals with behavioral difficulties and felt adequately 
prepared to handle any campers’ challenging behavior. This perspective was interwoven in 
responses describing her personal coping mechanisms for stressful situations and addressing 
various camper-related behavioral issues.  
Even the most difficult campers, here, aren’t as difficult as some of the things that 
I deal with on a daily basis, so I feel like that really rounded me out, to be able to 
not get super frustrated with them, to not yell at them, because yelling doesn’t 
work. Yelling never works. You can’t just scream at a camper and tell them what 
to do. (Janet) 
 
Michelle indicated a personal satisfaction for working with youth, as she had supervised 
young children since her own childhood. This perspective emerged through her enjoyment for 
spending time with the campers doing simple activities such as making friendship bracelets, 
braiding hair, or helping them work through peer conflicts. These counselors identified 
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experiences outside of camp that appeared to influence their behavioral choices governing their 
camper interactions as well as the potential lessons intended for the campers. 
But when I was younger, I was always really interested in children. Like my 
parents would always put me in after school programs and I would always be the 
oldest one…I’d always be taking care of, I had a younger sister, it would be her 
and her friends that I would always be watching after. Like I’ve always just loved 
kids. (Michelle) 
 
These counselors provided personal perspectives and described outside camp experiences 
that related to their behavioral choices. These components were specified both explicitly and 
implicitly through the counselors’ responses. Counselors are bound to come to the job with 
personal experiences that shape their perspectives. These counselors arrived with both prior 
camper experiences from this camp and others, and personal experiences, as well as having 
strong opinions regarding expected behaviors of counselors. From these experiences, the 
counselors sought to teach the campers certain developmental skills that they deemed to be 
highly important. 
Major Theme #3: Teaching Other Skills 
Throughout the interviews, the counselors described skills they hoped to teach their 
campers during the program. The skills they identified often differed from the five SEL 
competencies highlighted in this study. Even when asked the level of importance they attributed 
to teaching social-emotional learning skills to the campers, the counselors described these other 
skills as what they hoped campers would directly learn from them. The counselors believed in 
their role in teaching these skills. Many times the counselors strongly emphasized the importance 
of the particular skill or suggested that their possession of the skill prompted their need to teach 
the skill to the campers. Three skills were specifically mentioned in multiple areas of the 
interview: confidence, independence, and leadership.  
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Confidence was a skill identified by Michelle and Maria throughout their interviews. 
Both counselors wanted to exude confidence to the campers. Michelle remembered her 
counselors exuding a confident attitude and she identified the camp dance as one area where 
counselors demonstrated this skill. Counselors acted silly and ridiculous at the dance in order to 
encourage campers to dance and interact with each other. Moreover, the image of the entire 
counseling staff behaving as a confident group remained with Michelle. As a result, she sought 
to help campers become more confident from their camp experiences.  
When I was a camper, I just was always admiring how confident the, like the 
counselors seemed to be, I never saw one that I thought was out of place. They all 
seemed completely, even if they weren’t all friends, they probably weren’t all 
friends but they seemed like one, just really confident people, they were confident 
being independent. I think that’s what I admired the most about them, and what 
they take away is uh, you know, at some point they’d be as confident as, you 
know, these 20-somethings, 18-year olds/16-year olds. (Michelle) 
 
Similarly, Maria hoped campers improved their confidence at camp. Her primary goal as 
a camp counselor was to teach and inspire campers to be confident in themselves “every day”. 
To accomplish this, Maria modeled a confident demeanor so campers would view her in this 
light. For these two counselors, confidence was a key skill that campers could learn from them. 
The counselors connected the ability to learn confidence with several of the SEL competencies, 
such as social awareness and relationship skills.  
Inspiring confidence is like something I stress. I hope that I’ve given them some 
form of confidence to like or just hope to be a confident person. I want them to 
strive to be confident, is what I really want, like my reason that I tell myself every 
day that I’m out here is to teach people to be confident in themselves. That’s why 
I’m here. (Maria) 
 
Confidence was also mentioned through nuanced comments that Janet and Holly made 
during their interviews. Janet and Maria suggested camp provided youth with an opportunity to 
be themselves and discover their favorite activities. Holly indicated her hope for encouraging 
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youth to be comfortable with themselves and not always follow gender norms at camp. These 
counselors hoped to impact the campers’ confidence to some degree through their position. 
Independence was a skill identified by Holly, Janet, and Michelle intermittently during 
their interviews. These counselors described their role as being one of helping campers develop a 
sense of independence. Holly suggested early in her interview that counselors needed to balance 
their interactions with the campers so they would not become dependent for their peer 
relationships.  
It’s just like a balance between like an authority figure who like is like, I know, 
like we’re not their friends but, you know, there’s, who’s kind of like their friend, 
their buddy, someone that can help them but also like have fun with them uh, 
while, you know, they’re not, you know, clinging to you because I think it’s really 
important to try and facilitate independence uh, in campers. (Holly) 
 
Janet presented the opposite view, that campers arrived to the program already dependent 
on the counselors but helped them gain independence by encouraging them to follow their own 
activity interests regardless of whether or not others were equally interested.  
They rely on you for encouragement, for support, to tell them to go do what they 
want to do. “Do you think I should go to waterfront today? Do you think I should 
go swimming?” “Yeah, go put your swimsuit on, go to waterfront.” Like they 
really rely on you for everything that whole week. Like especially with like the 
younger girls who haven’t been away from home as much, you’re really taking 
over the role of their mom for that week. (Janet) 
 
Michelle described her role as teaching the campers to be independent, since they rarely 
had similar opportunities at home where other people usually did things for them. The skill of 
developing campers’ independence also emerged when Michelle referenced the way trust was 
given to her campers when they were allowed to do alternative activities from the group. For 
example, Michelle afforded more trust to the campers as they became better acquainted.  
I think there’s a lot of trust that we put into the campers. It’s sometimes hard to 
make that decision to trust them, like knowing that they can, you know, go to the 
bathroom or like, or I don’t know, like little things. I think throughout the week it 
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becomes clearer who, which camper you can sort of give more leeway to and 
which campers you should sort of keep your eye on. (Michelle) 
 
These counselors described little ways they encouraged campers’ independence 
throughout their experience. When this skill was explicitly identified, the counselors felt strongly 
that camp provided a positive environment for learning this skill and they needed to nurture the 
process. 
Leadership was strongly emphasized by Janet. This developmental skill was important 
for her to teach campers, as she related her camp and organizational experiences to becoming a 
stronger leader. Her approach to teaching leadership focused on providing activities that 
encouraged the campers to take on leadership roles, such as participating in the challenge course 
club or leading camp songs in front of everyone. Similar to the counselors’ perspectives on 
building confidence, Janet believed camp provided an opportunity for youth to become leaders 
when others at home may have labeled them as followers or too quiet to lead. 
I always loved going to camp not knowing anybody ‘cause it gave me like an 
opportunity to redefine myself. I wanted to be a leader and back home everybody 
was like, “Oh, Janet’s really quiet. She’s really shy. She doesn’t talk a lot.” Do 
you see me now? Like this camp gave me the, and not just camp, like 
organization seminars and conferences, gave me the opportunity to grow into the 
leader that I am today, not run away screaming. Like now I can fearlessly lead a 
cabin of 10-year olds like I might have when I was younger…I think that that’s 
something we perpetuate throughout this entire camp. (Janet) 
 
Lastly, Janet suggested leadership development was an important area of focus for the 4-
H organization operating the camp. According to Janet, leadership was immersed in every aspect 
of this camp. For instance, older campers were encouraged to help younger campers during the 
activities. The counselors’ ability to role model leadership qualities was especially important, as 
Janet frequently mentioned campers were always observing them. Janet’s perspective and focus 
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on leadership qualities appeared to be related to her own personal experience. This was a 
significant skill that she wanted to teach to the campers. 
I hope that they learn leadership. I hope that they see me lead them and they’re 
like, “Wow, that’s really awesome. I want to do that.” (Janet) 
 
The counselors’ other non-camp experiences appeared to greatly impact their personal 
perspectives and behavioral choices for intended camper-counselor interactions. These 
counselors had previously attended this camp for an extended period of time. Three of the four 
counselors had attended the program since the age of 8 through their high school years. This 
camp experience was impactful for them, as they recalled previous counselors’ behaviors, both 
negative and positive. Their internalized observations led these counselors to either behave 
similarly (e.g. act confidently) or differently (e.g. remaining calm) compared to the individuals 
they previously idolized. The counselors were not explicitly asked to identify other 
developmental skills they hoped campers learned from their interactions, but three other skills 
emerged during the analysis: increased confidence, independence, and leadership. The 
counselors identified these skills as important for the campers to learn from them, as well as 
through their general camp experience. Leadership and independence were skills this 4-H camp 
identified in their marketing materials. However, the counselors that identified these skills as 
important to them did so with the perspective that they acquired the skill and campers equally 
needed the skill. Increased confidence similarly emerged as a personal conviction for the 
counselors and was identified as the primary skill some counselors hoped campers would learn 
from their camp experience. These non-SEL findings demonstrated that counselors arrive to 
camp with prior experiences and perspectives that influence their behavioral choices when 
interacting with campers. 
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Researcher’s Observations 
The observations revealed findings that were of significant interest from the counselors 
and campers but were less directly related to social-emotional learning competencies. Two 
additional themes emerged throughout the observations that are important to consider when 
conceptualizing how SEL may be learned in this environment. The camp program design and 
counselor peer interactions appeared to be influential components regarding counselor-camper 
engagement as well as the modeling of SEL behaviors. 
Major Theme #1: Camp Program Design 
Every summer camp (day, resident, or specialty) has a distinct design and focus. One 
constant feature for in-person camp programs is the presence of counselors and campers. The 
activities, mission, and duration may differ but there are always individuals filling the roles of 
camp counselor and campers. As an observer with extensive camp experience, this camp differed 
from other programs. The camp strongly emphasized camper choice and counselors were 
positioned in support rather than teaching roles. 
The campers attending this program experienced a significant amount of freedom and 
choice when determining their activity engagement. The camp day scheduled a one-hour 
program each morning and campers selected an activity on the first day and attended that club 
for the duration of camp. The remainder of time was scheduled as free choice activity periods 
with a rest hour after lunch, an afternoon cabin group activity period, and evening all camp 
program. The evening program consisted of randomly assigned unit groups that participated in 
themed games. Seven activity areas were available during the morning activity period and six 
were open during the afternoon period: outdoor education, waterfront, arts and crafts, recreation, 
rock wall, creation station, and trading post. The campers freely moved between these stations at 
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their leisure and appeared to revel in this freedom to “hang out” with friends in the area of their 
choice. Some campers identified their favorite area and remained there indefinitely while other 
campers moved between the areas depending on the activities offered that day. Campers were 
often observed visiting arts and crafts to make a tye-dye shirt then stopping at the trading post to 
purchase an ice cream bar on their way to the waterfront for swimming or boating. The 
counselors were assigned to work at an activity station for the duration of the summer, which 
was overseen by an activity coordinator (i.e. staff).  
I observed the campers visiting their counselor’s activity area throughout the week. 
During Maria’s week, two of her campers returned to her activity area several times throughout 
the day. These campers did not always partake in the projects offered, as I noticed they often sat 
near Maria. For example, the two campers (Natalie and another camper) arrived to make their 
tye-dye shirts at the beginning of the afternoon activity period then participated at other activity 
stations. They returned to the building 1½ hours later and sat with Maria for several minutes 
before she began to clean up the project supplies. The campers remained at the table while Maria 
cleaned then returned to their cabin for a short rest period before dinner. These same campers 
also elected to participate in Maria’s morning club program.  
There’s about 30 minutes left in the period and the tye-dye station has really 
quieted down, just a few campers remain. The pair of Maria’s campers have 
returned and are hanging out at the table [with Maria and other counselors]. The 
counselors are cleaning up and all have left that table but the campers remained 
there and a fourth camper has joined them. It seems like these two campers like 
hanging out with the counselors. One of them has started to help clean. It’s 
interesting these campers returned here with 25 minutes left in the activity period. 
They had come through earlier, when I first arrived to conduct the observation. 
 
A similar observation was noted when Holly’s campers visited her activity station. 
During multiple observations, I noticed her campers in other areas of the building. They 
periodically engaged with her, but this interaction appeared to focus more on the project rather 
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than interacting specifically with Holly. One of Holly’s campers (Jenny) also participated in her 
daily club program. 
The campers participating in Holly’s club vary in age. I believe 9-14 may be 
represented here. One of Holly’s campers is participating in this club.  
 
Holly is talking frequently with the campers here, there is rarely quiet times 
between these conversations. One of her cabin campers is in a nearby room and 
Holly is visible through the doorway of that room. 
 
The arrangement of activities appeared to position the counselor in a supportive rather 
than teaching role for this program. The counselor rarely provided skill-based instruction to the 
campers during the activities. Some stations like the creation station, involved the building and 
testing of projects. The counselors and staff in this activity area typically provided basic 
instructions and let the campers work through a project at their own pace. Observations of the 
counselors’ activity areas demonstrated this positioning, as these counselors provided support 
rather than instruction. For instance, Janet distributed equipment and ensured bait was placed on 
the fishing hooks for the campers. There were instances where she helped untangle a knot in a 
finishing line, but she did not appear to give any lessons or suggest techniques to the campers.  
After all the bait was placed on the fishing poles, Janet sat down for a few 
minutes. Another counselor had walked down to the fishing campers from the 
outdoor education shelter and started helping those camper getting their fishing 
line caught or tangled. These campers were younger, about the ages 8-9 years old. 
The staff member originally helping with bait had walked away while Janet was 
seated at the table. She then moved down toward the water and began helping a 
camper with their fishing line. She remained there a long time, calmly untangling 
this camper’s line. The camper stood there holding the rod patiently and calmly 
while Janet worked on it. 
 
This supportive rather than teaching role was also demonstrated by Holly during her 
cabin group’s rock wall activity. Holly stood and conversed with a small group of campers while 
they were waiting for their turn to climb. One camper was preparing to climb when Holly 
demonstrated the proper positioning for their feet when climbing. This interaction was brief and 
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no additional instruction was provided as that camper attempted to climb. This camper displayed 
a nervous demeanor and did not climb farther than one foot off the platform before stopping. 
There was no follow-up interaction regarding technique or instruction after this attempt. 
She’s talking with the camper who is going to climb. She moves her foot 
appearing to demonstrate what to do. Holly then turns her attention to something 
else. This camper (who was already nervous) didn’t make it past the platform. She 
walked back to the bench, looked toward Holly but said nothing. Later Holly 
asked this camper if she was going to do it again and they said no. 
 
The collective group project that each cabin was required to complete during one cabin 
group activity period presented a similar situation with the counselor positioned in a support role. 
The counselors remained off to the side while the campers were encouraged to collaborate in 
order to build a prototype that could solve a specific environmental issue. The counselors 
periodically assisted the campers such as Michelle by helping her group problem-solve by 
employing a question-based technique.  
One group (the one she assisted earlier) is working diligently on their windmill 
and all of a sudden Michelle jumps into their discussion and asks the group a 
question about what they are doing with some of the materials. The apparatus is 
supposed to hold five gallons of water and she apparently is seeing a problem 
with some of the construction. The kids answer her question but she continues to 
ask them questions, which seems to be a way that she is helping them problem-
solve the project. The kids respond to her questions and continue to try new 
approaches. 
 
However, most counselors did not engage with the campers. The camp administrator 
coordinating this group program was asked about the counselors’ intended role in this situation. 
The camp administrator indicated the campers were to complete the project as a group without 
the counselor. The counselor was viewed as an intrusive presence that would inevitably take over 
the process and dominate the campers’ creativity. However, the counselors could assist the 
campers if the group required help. Thus, they rarely involved themselves in the project creation. 
  
235 
I inquired about the activity directions. There are no specific instructions that the 
campers must do this without assistance. Counselors determine if and when they 
engage. The camp administrator stated they will usually help if needed or provide 
additional directions to campers. One interesting thing came up was the 
interpretation of having the counselors involved with the groups. The camp 
administrator interpreted this question as ‘we try to let the campers do it all on 
their own, let them make the decisions on design’. So the role of the counselor 
here is considered as the leader rather than being a follower or listener to the 
campers. 
 
The role of support rather than teaching was also prominent at the waterfront boating and 
recreation activities. Canoeing, kayaking, and row boating, in addition to swimming, were 
activities offered in this activity area. These activities were available during the free choice 
activity periods and campers could elect to take any of these boats on the small lake. Younger 
campers were typically paired with older campers, CITs, or counselors. Interestingly, there were 
no formal paddling lessons offered to the campers for canoeing or kayaking regardless of 
experience level. The counselors’ responsibility appeared to focus on appropriate pairings, 
ensuring safety vests were worn, and providing the campers with an opportunity to paddle in one 
of these vessels. Similarly, the recreation activity area typically had four activities occurring 
simultaneously. The gaga pit and basketball court were always filled with campers. The same 
counselors regularly played basketball and gaga ball with the campers. Other counselors played 
various games of soccer, parachute, hula hoop, or floor hockey with the campers. This activity 
area appeared to have the highest frequency of interactions between counselors and campers, as 
everyone often played the games together. However, there was no formal skill or technique 
instruction during any of the organized recreation games.  
Campers were down by the gaga pit, basketball court, and in the shelter. Gaga ball 
seems to be pretty popular. The Same 2-3 counselors are at the basketball court 
that were there yesterday afternoon. There is always some type of game going on 
there. At the rec pavilion a hula hoop contest was occurring inside. When I got 
there one round was coming to an end. The next round stated up and the staff 
person said they were joining too. During the first round, this staff person was 
  
236 
calling out challenges that the campers had to accomplish while hula hooping. 
This person was out there most of the time I was there and then I noticed they 
moved over at the basketball court talking to a counselor while hula hooping. The 
counselors had all been sitting on the stage. 
 
The design of this camp appeared to focus on creating an environment where campers 
freely chose their engagement level as well as most of their actual activities. The counselors were 
positioned in a manner that provided periodic support to the campers during their activities rather 
than focused on teaching specific skills. My observations also revealed a strong propensity to 
socialize among the counselors throughout the day regardless of camper presence or interactions. 
Major Theme #2: Counselor Peer Interactions 
The counselors demonstrated a propensity for interacting with each other and this 
interaction was frequently observed at the expense of counselor-camper interactions. Throughout 
this chapter, examples of the counselors’ relationships and friendships have been presented and 
analyzed. The elements of returning staff continuing the camp culture, and the counselors’ own 
development, are suspected as a reason for their continuous peer engagement. 
Some camps seek to hire individuals that were previously engaged in the program as 
youth. Only three out of approximately 45 individuals on staff did not previously attend this 
camp program. The four counselors participating in this study had extensive experience with the 
camp, as most attended throughout their childhood and teen years. Upon arrival and during early 
observations, several individuals on staff indicated this camp had a specific culture. This camp 
feature was described as a positive culture that was passed down through the continuation of 
individuals connected with the program. For example, the camp dance was a cherished activity 
that the counselors eagerly anticipated each week. The counselors reveled in their moment of 
spotlight when the various groups led their dance on stage for the campers. Counselors viewed 
these dances as their moment to shine and be adored by the campers.  
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The counselors are impersonating a popular rock band for one of their songs so 
the whole group of campers and counselors have rushed the stage just like at a 
concert. This definitely has the feel of a counselor show. They’re definitely 
putting on a show and getting the campers involved but I feel like without them 
some of the dancing might not be happening especially when it has to do with a 
line dance. Now they’ve switched, they have another group of counselors on the 
stage. The bulk of the group is rushed up at the stage. 
 
Certain dances were performed religiously each summer while new dances were added to 
the list based on popular demand. However, the dance also provided the opportunity to see the 
counselors’ collective interactions. Their collective effort toward dressing in costume for each 
other, dancing together, and enjoying their moment on stage were common sights during the 
observational periods. The first 15 minutes of the dance consisted of the counselors and staff 
members showing off their costumes to each other and taking pictures while the campers 
entertained themselves in the dance area. 
I’ve been hearing about this dance all week from the counselors as well as camp 
administrators. This appears to be the highlight of camp! The beginning is 
supposed to be a time when male and female counselors walk up to the pavilion in 
a parade style. The staff and counselors have a theme for each dance and tonight’s 
theme is boys versus girls. So the counselors dressed up in either pink or blue… 
Meanwhile all the staff/counselors are outside the pavilion taking pictures and 
selfies with each other not really paying any sort of attention to the campers. 
These dances have been passed down, going on for a long time. The new ones 
clearly have been added because some of these songs are seemingly new releases. 
 
The element of former campers progressing to the role of counselors lent a continuation 
of traditions and practices over time. These counselors discussed being observant of their 
counselors during their previous engagement with this camp as youth. These counselors formed 
friendships with many fellow counselors during their early camp years. Prior to their camp 
employment, some of the counselors participated in the CIT (counselor-in-training) program 
with individuals currently employed alongside them.  
Most (nearly all the counselors) were campers here with many participants in the 
CIT program, must be ages 14-16. Counselors can start at age 16. 
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I’m getting the impression the huddling is the result of structure, as well as may of 
the staff have gone to camp with one another. One counselor stated all those what 
are first or second year counselors were all CITs together. These are long term 
friendships. 
 
These long term relationships indicated their interest in continuing those interactions 
regardless of their additional responsibilities. For example, the weekly pizza dinner service 
where the entire dining hall became a dance scene was started with the counselors dancing with 
each other. The dancing during the session one dinner occurred organically with a few 
counselors dancing individually while cleaning their tables, then pairs and small groups of 
counselors joining in their fun. 
Toward the end of the meal, the music started getting more danceable. A recently 
popular song came on and the counselors started to sing along at certain time 
during the intro. Then the beat started to pick up and some counselors started 
doing the dance that goes along to the song. As the song continued and it was 
probably (at least) 5+ minutes, nearly 85% of the dining hall was doing the dance 
as they were cleaning tables. Soon no one was cleaning the tables and this Same 
percentage of people were up in the aisles dancing. Counselors dancing next to 
counselors and campers, campers following the counselors and campers doing the 
dance on their own. The counselors looked completely in the moment while 
dancing to this song. They expressed excitement and energy through smiles, body 
movements. I did not see the counselors encourage the kids to dance, it appears 
that some kids knew the dance and others may have just been mimicking their 
counselor or another camper. 
 
The relationships and interactions during meals continued to grow as the summer 
progressed. The counselors and staff elected to have “fancy” lunches that consisted of dressing in 
formal attire for that meal - males were in suits and females wore dresses. This additional 
counselor activity appeared fun for the counselors and some campers appeared to enjoy the 
opportunity to see them in this attire.  
The staff dressed up for lunch today (fancy lunch). All female staff and 
counselors wore dresses and the male staff wore suits or shirts & ties. When I 
asked the counselors at my table, she said they did it last year and it was fun. All 
the staff and counselors were excited and some put a lot of effort into their 
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appearance. A few female counselors did their hair and makeup. I’m not sure 
what most of the campers were thinking but the adolescent girls at my table were 
gawking at the male counselors. All those who dressed up took a group photo at 
the front of the dining hall at the end of the meal, while the campers were still in 
there. 
 
The pizza dinner service continually demonstrated their close interactions each week. 
During session three, a small group of counselors engaged in a playful scenario that involved a 
male counselor attempting to gain the attention of a female counselor. These counselors were 
fully engaged in the moment and were not aware of the campers watching their interactions. I 
watched as a female camper approximately 9-11 years old was mesmerized by this interaction. 
The camper was fixated on the male counselor’s movements, as he sauntered toward a female 
counselor then dramatically removed his sunglasses. The counselors laughed throughout the 
interaction and continued their conversations oblivious to the campers surrounding them. 
At the end of dinner, an interesting situation played out that is important to note. 
One male counselor was giving this female counselor a dramatic, sexy, goofy 
look and seductively walked over to her where she was talking with Janet and 
another counselor. When he got to her everyone laughed and he returned to his 
normal posture, took off his sunglasses and stayed there for a moment. I mention 
this scene because a pre-adolescent girl was intently watching this all play out. 
She smiled when the male counselor reached the female counselor and just stared 
at them. While I was watching the counselors here, I noticed this camper 
watching. Her head and gaze moved as the male counselor moved and her 
expression were timed exactly with the meet-up and group laughter. 
 
The distinct culture of this camp appeared to be linked to the individuals associated with 
the program. Many of these individuals were engaged for a significant period of time, which 
suggested a propensity to continue their friend interactions compared to forming relationships 
with the campers. The counselors employed with this camp, as well as most programs, are still 
developing themselves. The counselors in this study were 18 years old. Some of their decisions, 
such as Janet’s decision to not stop the hayrack ride to pick up a clip of hair bands, may have 
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resulted from a lack of fully considering the alternative lessons rather than a demonstration of 
strictly adhering to the stated rules.  
I realize the rule is to not bring anything that could be dropped because the ride 
would not stop to pick up anything that is dropped. But this practice may actually 
teach the campers a different lesson, littering or that there are no second chances. 
Yes, rules do need to be enforced however if dropping items are that big a deal 
then don’t allow any items to be brought on the ride. Hairbands are a minor item, 
but the counselors just willingly left a non-eatable item on the road where animal 
may attempt to eat them. Another consideration relates to the environmental 
awareness this camp seeks to impact. Janet and the driver work in the Outdoor Ed 
activity area where some essence of the environment is taught through hikes, 
animals, and other activities. This action counters their lessons of responsibility. 
Do as I say, not as I do. 
 
There were moments where the counselors considered their own needs above the 
campers, such as the day when several counselors wrapped themselves in blankets to stay warm 
while campers were not given the same opportunity during their activities. Another example 
occurred during a hike with Maria’s morning club. The group left the camp property for their 
daily hike per the usual arrangement. Several minutes later the group arrived at a building and a 
counselor left the group to enter the building. Maria informed the campers that counselors 
usually made that restroom break each hike. There appeared to be no additional consideration of 
the campers’ potential needs at that moment, as the counselors never inquired if anyone required 
the same break. The group continued their hike and the counselor rejoined the group several 
minutes later. 
When we reached the beginning of the garden, one counselor broke off to use the 
restroom. Maria says, “this is usually the point when we lose xxxx for a bathroom 
break.” This is my bias here, but I found it interesting that the counselors never 
asked if anyone in the group had to use the restroom. Since club activity 
immediately follows breakfast and flag raising, there is no time to use the 
restroom. If a counselor is always stopping at that point in the hike to use the 
restroom, perhaps other people had to as well but didn’t want to ask. 
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There were moments when individual campers appeared to be overlooked or singled out 
due to their inability to participate in activities for various reasons. These campers were involved 
in different unit team games as well as the activity areas, but some counselors and staff displayed 
a lack of awareness or understanding of ways to adapt activities for maximum participation. 
Rather, campers sat off to the side either by themselves or with a friend while they waited for the 
activity to conclude. For example, a camper with a physical challenge was unable to participate 
with the other campers during the unit team games. The counselors appeared to be unaware of 
potential adaptations that would have enabled this camper to participate in the games with her 
peers. 
During the second activity, I noticed one of the campers with a disability was 
being excluded from the activities. I’m unsure of her disability but I do know she 
periodically used a device for assistance. For the final two rotations, I noticed her 
sitting alone in the golf cart that a staff person brought her over with at the 
beginning. There were no counselors or staff members by her. During the final 
activity her golf cart was near another staff’s golf cart. The staff were playing 
music and at one point I saw the camper out of the golf cart with another camper 
dancing behind it. When I gazed back a few minutes later, she was back in the 
golf cart by herself. I’m unsure of the situation. Perhaps the camper chose not to 
participate in the activities or perhaps the staff didn’t know how to adapt the 
activities to meet the girls’ needs.  
 
I learned later that week the counselors and staff were weary from making adjustments to 
their schedule to meet this camper’s needs. This suggests that a deeper consideration and 
counselor training on ways to adapt activities could be useful. Lastly, the element of a 
developing counselor also relates to their skills. The previous example of camper exclusion could 
be attributed to a lapse in judgment due to immaturity or limited knowledge on ways to adapt 
activities for all ability levels, which could be addressed during the staff training. The counselors 
in this study strongly supported opportunities for sharing stories and anecdotes during training. 
They believed this was a good approach to learning different techniques for working with 
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campers. I observed this training process and these counselors each contributed stories and 
techniques to the discussion. This situation is relatabl to the continuation of a camp culture. The 
ability to share successful or unsuccessful techniques could be helpful, although those 
discussions could also be limiting as the shared techniques may not include other options or 
ideas.  
The counselors committed to making the camp a fun, exciting place to visit this summer. 
The majority of campers displayed happy dispositions and appeared to enjoy the freedoms 
bestowed on them. The counselors demonstrated a strong tendency to engage with their peers, 
which sometimes occurred at the expense of the campers. There were also moments when their 
lack of awareness or deeper consideration may have contributed to adverse lessons being taught 
to the campers. These elements are important to consider when counselors are expected to model 
the positive behaviors sought in youth. Furthermore, if counselors are expected to demonstrate 
and teach SEL, they may also need to explore their own understanding and implications of their 
behavior in the process for the maximum benefit to reach the youth.  
Summary 
This section focused on non-SEL findings, as several recurring and noteworthy topics 
emerged during the analysis that warranted attention and discussion. The researcher did not 
approach this content with pre-determined thoughts about what themes might emerge, rather the 
content of these themes derived from the participants’ detailed responses as well as the 
researcher’s observations.  
The campers described their peer friendships as influential to their camp experience. 
They indicated being nervous upon arriving to camp, as they hoped the girls within their cabin 
group were friendly and willing to engage with them. The campers’ friendships influenced their 
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activity choice in some situations while also serving as a support system during peer conflicts. 
The counselor and researcher perspectives converged with the campers. The counselors believed 
the establishment of significant camper-peer relationships was imperative to a quality camp 
experience. They intended to encourage their campers to interact with their peers during 
activities. The researcher observed campers moving between activities with the same peers for 
most of the camp session. The campers were rarely observed interacting with different 
individuals across the camp, but appeared to establish strong relationships with small groups of 
their peers.  
The counselors’ indicated personal experiences influenced their behavior as a camp 
counselor. These counselors attended the camp as youth and identified that experience as being 
impactful to their understanding of the counselor role and responsibilities. They recalled 
counselors modeling both positive and negative behaviors that caused them to either imitate the 
actions or behave differently. The influence from those prior camp experiences was combined 
with their experiences outside of camp, including volunteer work or extracurricular activities. 
These combined experiences helped inform their perspective of a counselors’ role in camp and 
their responsibility to influence the development of skills, such as leadership, self-confidence, 
and independence.  
The researcher identified the camp culture as an influential factor when considering the 
impact on skill development through counselor-camper interactions. The culture of camp was 
facilitated by the counselors who were all prior camp attendees. The continuation of camp 
rituals, such as the dance, appeared to encourage the counselors to continue their fun camp 
experiences into this adult role. The culture was further impacted by the counselors’ placement 
in support rather than instructive roles throughout most program activities. This arrangement 
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placed greater emphasis on camper-peer interactions than on counselor-camper interactions, 
which may have contributed to the significant counselor-peer interactions that took place. The 
culture was solidified through the campers’ ability to select their activity participation throughout 
the program. They freely moved between activities at their leisure without limited counselor 
interaction.  
The acknowledgement of these non-SEL findings suggest camper skill development may 
be influenced by other factors within the camp program, such as their friendships, the 
counselors’ personal expectations, and the camp culture. These other factors could impact how 
SEL is taught and absorbed in this setting. The emphasis placed on camper-peer relationships 
suggests the counselor’s influence may have been less significant compared to a camp that 
placed a higher value on counselor-camper interactions. Additionally, counselors’ attempts to 
model SEL behaviors may not be sufficient when campers identify their peer relationships with 
such high regard. The camp culture is a macro level influence that was identified, but can be 
perceived and realized in different ways within a group. These considerations could impact the 
counselors’ interest and willingness to thoughtfully impact campers’ SEL skills. 
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CHAPTER 5 
DISCUSSION 
 Social-emotional learning (SEL) is an important skill set for the growth and development 
of youth into adulthood (Larson, 2011). The recognition of the process to SEL skill acquisition 
within the educational system began in earnest when hundreds of interventions and programs 
were established to foster this skill development among youth. Evaluative research has primarily 
occurred in school settings with limited research conducted on the influence of out-of-school 
programs on SEL development. A meta-analysis conducted by Durlak, Weissberg, Dymnicki, 
Taylor, and Schellinger (2011) found a concentrated effort to impact the social development of 
youth during afterschool programs. The most effective programs followed a strategic approach 
(such as the sequenced, active, focused, or explicit approach) to teaching the skills. While 
afterschool programs currently provide new sites for SEL examination, this out-of-school time 
program is only one of many sites that provide youth learning opportunities.  
Prior research has demonstrated that youth learn in settings other than school (Eccles & 
Gootman, 2002; Hansen, Larson, & Dworkin, 2003; Larson, 2000; Thurber, Scanlin, Scheuler, & 
Henderson, 2006). Summer residential camp programs have been identified as settings that have 
the potential to impact youth development through their activities, intrapersonal and 
interpersonal experiences (Garst, Browne, et al., 2011; Thurber et al., 2006). Bialeschki and 
Sibthorp (2011) found that camp research has historically examined self-constructs, social 
relationships, and skill building. These outcomes may be easier to identify and quantify 
compared to the observation and realization of improved emotional development among youth 
(Henderson, 2012). The current study sought to explore the potential for learning or enhancing 
youth social-emotional learning in a camp setting by beginning with a key relationship that most 
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campers have in this arena: the counselor-camper relationship (Henderson, Bialeschki, Scanlin, 
et al., 2007). The connection between the counselor and the camper is a distinct relationship 
where SEL skills are thought to be accentuated due to the multiple roles counselors must fulfill 
for the camper including caregiver, friend, and teacher. 
 The exploratory approach to this topic employed a qualitative research design that 
incorporated both semi-structured interviews and observations. The selected site was a co-ed 
residential camp in central Illinois that provided traditional activities, such as canoeing, sports, 
and arts and crafts. Four female counselors and 12 female campers, aged 10 to 12 years, 
participated in the study. A phenomenological analysis was conducted on the extended overnight 
camp program to understand how SEL skills were exhibited and transmitted through the 
counselor-camper relationship. The analysis followed a multi-step process, which involved a 
winnowing that resulted in the identification of central themes for each interview, followed by a 
comparison of themes across interviews (Giorgi, 1997; Hycner, 1985). The analysis revealed 
both major and minor themes from the perspectives of the campers, counselors, and researcher.  
 This chapter first presents a summary and discussion of the findings for each of the five 
SEL competencies (relationship skills, social awareness, self-management, self-awareness, and 
responsible decision-making), and then expounds on its contribution to the social-emotional 
learning and positive youth development literatures. 
Social-Emotional Learning 
 The study of youth social-emotional learning (SEL) skills began in the 1990s when 
educators recognized a potential link between this skill set, academic attainment, and the 
development of healthy behaviors for adulthood (Payton et al., 2000). Zins and Elias (2006) 
defined SEL as “the capacity to recognize and manage emotions, solve problems effectively, and 
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establish positive relationships with others” (p. 1). Furthermore, SEL has been situated within a 
context of support models that universally administer basic prevention and promotion 
interventions and then use targeted interventions for students at greater risk for developing 
unhealthy behaviors. The State of Illinois passed legislation in 2004 requiring the incorporation 
of SEL into K-12 school curricula (Weissberg, Durlak, Domitrovich, & Gullotta, 2015). This is 
noteworthy due to the location of the study site and the participants engaged in the program as 
well as the study. There is a strong likelihood that the campers and counselors participating in 
this study were previously taught SEL through their school curriculum and were familiar with 
the elements comprising socially and emotionally competent individuals.  
 Hoffman (2009) identified several topics that have been studied to better understand the 
acquisition of SEL skills, including: “emotions, cognition, and learning/socialization, including 
multiple intelligences, achievement goal theory, and achievement motivation, child emotional 
socialization in schools and families, test anxiety, the development of emotional self-regulation 
and its effects, and the conceptualization and measurement of emotional intelligence” (p. 542). 
Most research has been dedicated to evaluating SEL interventions in order to understand how the 
additional lessons enhance academic achievement through the acquisition of these soft skills. 
This study did not seek to evaluate an intervention or create a direct link between SEL, camp 
participation, and academic goals. The purpose of this study was to explore how SEL might be 
impacted in this type of youth setting with a particular focus on a key relationship - that of the 
counselor and camper. A primary focus was placed on exploring how the individual SEL 
competencies could be impacted through counselor-camper interactions and relationships. 
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Relationship Skills 
 The competency of relationship skills is focused on the development of one’s ability to 
foster and nurture healthy relationships with a diverse group of individuals (CASEL, 2015). In 
this study the counselors modeled a variety of relationship skills, which were identified by both 
the campers and the researcher. The campers recognized differences in their counselor’s 
interactions between campers particularly related to how and when the interactions transpired. 
The campers and researcher noticed the counselors were friendly with everyone, but some 
counselors behaved differently with specific campers and counselors. For example, one 
counselor adjusted her behavior to match the needs and demeanor of her campers while another 
counselor’s demeanor was reactionary to her campers’ behaviors. The counselors generally 
believed their role was to support the campers’ establishment of peer relationships at camp. To 
accomplish this task, some counselors indicated the need to encourage campers to interact with 
their peers, while others provided deliberate attempts to create distance during activity periods to 
allow campers the space to naturally build connections with their peers. The observations 
revealed the counselors’ propensity to interact with their peers more than with the campers 
during general programming time, although they used transitional periods or quiet cabin times to 
engage with campers. The concept of building relationships at camp was identified as an 
important feature to the camp experience for both the campers and counselors. Both groups 
emphasized the significance for camper-peer relationships, but the campers also described their 
counselor as an important individual to the camp experience. 
 Research conducted on the counselor-camper relationship in a summer residential camp 
setting has been challenged to identify a direct link between outcomes and the nature of the 
relationship (Chenery, 1981; Roark et al., 2010). Roark et al. (2010) suggested the design of 
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camp creates a situation where a camper can be assigned to, and interact with, multiple 
counselors. The multiplicity of relationships makes it difficult to connect one counselor’s actions 
to camper outcomes. This study did not seek to make a direct linkage between the counselor and 
the camper, but rather the purpose was to explore what, if any, observations and perceptions 
were made by the campers regarding their counselors’ SEL-related behaviors. The relationships 
that counselors formed with campers and fellow counselors, and the behaviors they exhibited 
during those interactions were the focus of this competency. 
 The relationship between teachers and their students has been examined throughout the 
SEL literature (Brackett, Reyes, Rivers, Elbertson, & Salovey, 2012; Elias et al., 1997; Larsen & 
Samdal, 2012; Williford & Wolcott, 2015), as this relationship is viewed as instrumental to the 
students’ education experience (Zins et al., 2007). Teachers are responsible for establishing the 
learning environment within a classroom setting through their class management and curriculum 
strategies (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; Larsen & Samdal, 2012). Camp counselors are not the 
only individuals responsible for a youth’s experience at camp, however their relationships and 
interactions can impact what and how skills might be conveyed, modeled, or “taught” to campers 
in this setting (Browne & Sibthorp, 2014; Schaumleffel & Backlund, 2009). The counselors in 
this study believed it was important to let the campers experience autonomy in their activity 
participation as well as during the formation of significant relationships at camp. The concept of 
autonomy within counselor-camper relationships has been identified as an important factor for 
youth enjoyment in a camp setting (Gillard & Aaron, 2009; Roark et al., 2010). Research has 
found that campers appreciated their relationship with counselors, but they also enjoyed the 
opportunity to guide their own camp experience and independently build peer relationships 
(Gillard & Aaron, 2009). The campers in this study reported similar sentiments, as they sought to 
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establish a relationship with their counselor while also having the opportunity to interact with 
peers without interference from their counselor.  
 The counselors presented different perspectives regarding their role in establishing 
significant relationships with the campers. Some counselors sought to deemphasize their 
relationship with the campers, as they believed the establishment of camper-peer relationships 
was the most important aspect of the camp experience. This finding counters previous research 
that indicated counselor-camper relationships were highly important to youth attending camp. 
Gillard and Aaron (2009) found campers identified the relationships with their counselors as a 
primary factor influencing their interest in camp. The campers reported the counselors helped 
them identify coping strategies when feeling sad or during their peer conflicts. Similarly, 
Carruthers (2006) indicated youth attending an afterschool program felt connected to their 
program leaders and some girls believed their leader strongly cared about them. The counselors 
in this study may not have intended to foster significant relationships with their campers, but 
they articulated the need to model positive relationship skills. 
 The counselors believed a positive atmosphere was created at camp due to their friendly 
peer relationships. They believed campers could vicariously learn relationship skills through 
their modeling of supportive and respectful behaviors within staff-peer relationships. The 
counselors’ perceptions were consistent with Brackett, Elbertson, and Rivers' (2015) suggestion 
that “social learning theory is especially relevant for SEL program design because the success of 
any approach relies in large part on school administrators, teachers, and support staff” (p. 25). 
Healthy relationship skills are demonstrated during direct and indirect interactions that involve 
youth. The counselors’ beliefs derived from their personal observations, as young campers, of 
counselors demonstrating positive and negative characteristics during prior camp experiences. 
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Those early observations prompted them to either imitate similar behaviors or to behave 
differently in their current role as a counselor. Their recollection of being an observant camper 
informed their perception that most campers were observant of counselors’ behaviors and 
actions.  
 Jennings and Greenberg (2009) found youth SEL skills could be influenced through 
various mechanisms depending on adults’ modeling of positive behaviors and skills. The belief 
that relationships skills could be vicariously impacted contrasts the structure of many SEL 
intervention programs. The programs are designed for static, individual lessons within a 
classroom whereas Jones and Bouffard (2012) suggested that SEL should be “integrated into 
classrooms and schools in ways that are meaningfully sustained, and embedded in the day-to-day 
interactions of students, educators, and staff” (p. 3). An integrated approach suggests all 
individuals within a youth program should consider their relationship interactions with youth as 
well as other staff members due to the youths’ awareness of their behaviors. 
 In this study, the campers observed and interpreted the behaviors exhibited by their 
counselor in their own relationships. Counselors had varied opinions regarding their role in the 
establishment of significant relationships with their campers, but all counselors acknowledged 
the importance of modeling positive relationships skills for them. The findings in this study 
supported prior research indicating that campers placed a high value on their relationship with 
their counselor (Gillard & Aaron, 2009), while counselors encouraged the autonomy of their 
campers (Roark et al., 2010).  
Social Awareness 
 The competency of social awareness encompasses an individual’s ability to consider 
other perspectives, demonstrate a welcoming attitude toward others, and empathize with others’ 
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needs (CASEL, 2015). A major finding for this study centered on the counselors’ ability to 
create a welcoming and inclusive environment for the campers. The campers appreciated the 
counselors’ personal interest and willingness to converse with them, which led to their feeling 
valued and a part of the camp. The counselors sought to create an inclusive environment where 
the campers’ needs and interests were considered and valued. Some counselors indicated their 
ability to recognize campers’ different needs and adjust their behaviors as necessary. The 
observations revealed the counselors demonstrated moments of sensitivity for the campers’ 
needs as well as times when they prioritized personal needs and interests over those of the 
campers.  
 The campers in this study believed the counselors treated everyone equally and there 
were no favorite campers who received preferential treatment. Opposite situations can occur in 
youth programs due to the connections naturally established between some youth and their 
program leaders. Gillard and Aaron (2009) found some campers reported the counselors had 
favorite campers, but those relationships did not cause issues for other campers. In some cases, 
the preferential treatment experienced by some campers resulted from sharing similar 
experiences. Many youth programs intentionally hire staff that come from similar neighborhoods 
or backgrounds because it is believed these individuals can serve as significant role models for 
youth (Carruthers, 2006; Hirsch, Deutsch, & DuBois, 2011). Some counselors in this study lived 
near the campers that attended the camp program, however the counselors were not specifically 
hired for that reason.  
 In SEL research, the teachers’ efforts to create a prosocial classroom environment is often 
linked to positive youth SEL outcomes (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009). Teachers have used 
various techniques to create a prosocial classroom, such as “checking in” with the students as 
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they arrive (Barber, 2014) or learning about their students’ lives outside of school (Yan et al., 
2014). Barber (2014) observed teachers standing in the doorway and greeting each individual 
student by name as they entered the classroom. The teachers used this time to inquire about the 
students’ feelings, home life, and outside activities. In the present study, the counselors were 
observed enthusiastically greeting their campers upon arrival the first day. The campers viewed 
this initial contact as a demonstration that their counselor was welcoming, particularly when they 
were nervously anticipating their camp experience. Some campers were comforted by their 
counselor’s reassurance that camp would be fun while other campers appreciated their 
counselor’s preparedness with introductory activities to help them become acquainted. The 
campers identified these early counselor-camper interactions as the counselors’ ability to 
empathize with their feelings. 
The campers in this study linked their counselor’s inclusive demeanor to their willingness 
to converse with them throughout the camp experience. Some campers described engaging in 
deep conversations with their counselor at bedtime while other campers indicated their counselor 
utilized the transitional or quiet cabin times for general group conversations. Barber (2014) also 
found some teachers set aside time to meet one-on-one or in small groups during lunch time, 
recess, or free choice periods. The teachers believed the extra time spent conversing with the 
students was a valuable opportunity to build connections with them. Yan et al. (2014) found the 
teachers’ efforts to learn about their students’ background enabled them to better address 
individual emotional needs in the classroom. The campers felt the counselors spent time 
becoming acquainted and learning their interests or needs. The new campers indicated their 
counselor explained the camp schedule, structure, and activity options in greater detail to ensure 
their comfort and enjoyment of the camp program. Other campers described their counselor 
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engaging in conversations by listening to their interests and hobbies then making suggestions for 
activities they might enjoy at camp. These suggestions extended beyond the camp program in 
some cases. Some campers reported their counselor made suggestions based upon the camper’s 
hobbies, such as the addition of a book series based upon their other reading interests. 
 The ability to adjust to the campers’ needs was identified by the counselors as an 
important component to demonstrating social awareness. Some counselors recalled the 
challenging behavior they exhibited as a young camper and felt that experience prepared them to 
address future difficult campers. However, the counselors did not collectively describe difficult 
experiences, rather the strategy of altering their techniques derived from a personal interest in 
meeting campers’ different needs. There were also counselors that took a less individualistic 
approach, as they chose to address challenging camper situations similarly regardless of distinct 
needs, such as invoking “tough love” during all instances of homesickness. Brackett, Reyes, 
Rivers, Elbertson, and Salovey (2012) found teachers were more successful at recognizing and 
meeting the needs of their students when they felt greater comfort with the subject matter and 
were committed to teaching SEL. The researchers indicated teachers with higher comfort scores 
had greater adaptability to teaching and created personalized relationships with the students. The 
teachers were able to modify their teaching to meet the needs of the students. The counselors 
may have intended to adapt to the campers’ needs and interests, however this was not always the 
case when they were observed overlooking the campers’ perspectives in several instances. 
In this study, the campers were appreciative of the counselors’ attention to their needs 
and interests, and the counselors hoped to demonstrate their ability to recognize and empathize 
with that skill. The counselors’ attempts to acquaint themselves and learn about the campers 
supported prior research that indicated teachers believed time spent learning their students’ 
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background was well served (Yan et al., 2014). The observations revealed a lack of consistent 
interaction, which might have limited the potential impact of enhancing this skill set. 
Self-Management 
 The competency of self-management is focused on the ability to regulate one’s emotions, 
thoughts, and behaviors in various situations (CASEL, 2015). More than two dozen unique 
techniques for managing stress or feelings of frustration were identified in the interviews and 
observations that comprised this study. The campers’, counselors’, and researcher’s perspectives 
converged in identifying three specific self-management techniques: taking time for self, 
mentally adapting, and involving others. The campers described their counselor’s demeanor in 
various settings, which ranged from a counselor acting consistently positive to demonstrating 
situation-specific behaviors. The counselors believed campers were sensitive to their displays of 
emotional behavior and attempted to conceal their feelings of frustration or stress. The campers 
appeared to recognize when their counselor had these feelings even though the counselor hoped 
otherwise. 
 Being a counselor in a summer residential camp program can be a challenging and 
sometimes stressful job due to the long work hours, constant activity involvement, and close 
living quarters. The counselors initially described the use of multiple strategies to manage stress, 
which included briefly walking away from a situation or taking time to engage in a personally 
enjoyable activity (e.g., reading, taking a nap, listening to music). These techniques are similar to 
strategies that are often employed when using mindfulness training, such as taking time to 
contemplate one’s emotions and then determining an appropriate response (Cohen & Miller, 
2009). Many SEL interventions have focused on enhancing teachers’ mindfulness during 
interactions with their students and/or parents (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; Jones, Bouffard, & 
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Weissbourd, 2013; Larsen & Samdal, 2012; Roeser, Skinner, Beers, & Jennings, 2012). The 
opportunity to collect one’s thoughts and reconcile them with the situation can be a valuable 
management strategy in a camp setting. Larsen and Samdal (2012) examined the use of the 
Second Step program, which is designed to enhance children’s empathy, perspective-taking, 
problem-solving, impulse control, and anger management. This program intertwines student and 
teacher mindfulness strategies to facilitate personal awareness and emotional regulation. The 
researchers argued that “using the problem-solving method [of the Second Step program] 
encouraged teachers to become more aware of how they behaved and what they said, to read 
social situations, in a more conscious way, and to take more seriously their role as being more of 
a counsellor and a guide in the children’s process of finding good solutions” (p. 642). Jones et al. 
(2013) indicated teachers can become particularly stressed when constantly handling student 
issues. The researchers suggested emotional regulation training can be particularly beneficial for 
managing stress or frustration levels. Moreover, staff mindfulness techniques are being taught to 
help the teachers remain “in the moment, nonjudgmental, and accepting of situations as they are” 
(Jones et al., 2013, p. 64). The counselors in the current study did not receive specific training 
regarding effective personal management strategies, thus they adopted individual techniques 
based on their prior experiences. 
 Modeling self-management strategies was not discussed by the counselors although they 
reported prior demonstrations of negative reactions to fellow counselors or campers. Some 
campers recognized periodic differences in their counselor’s demeanor (e.g., an upset facial 
expression or a sharper tone of voice), but these moments appeared to be fleeting. There were no 
observations or indications of counselors exhibiting extreme behaviors (positive or negative) 
identified by the campers or researcher. The ability of counselors to maintain their composure 
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despite feeling upset or frustrated is important, as youth have a short, but concentrated, amount 
of time with them, unlike the extended periods students experience with teachers. Elias et al. 
(1997) suggested “teaching by example, or modeling, is the most powerful technique that 
educators employ, intentionally or otherwise” (p. 56). Modeling self-management strategies can 
serve three purposes: (1) management of personal emotions, (2) demonstration of techniques, 
and (3) acknowledgment that everyone experiences stressful moments. When these situations 
occur, Elias et al. (1997) recommended teachers verbalize and process their feelings aloud while 
students are present. For example, a teacher could state, “I’m feeling overwhelmed with 
everything that needs to be accomplished today. What do I need to do? Let me write it out then 
we can select the most important items to do first”. This modeling technique allows the teacher 
to process their feelings and organize their thoughts to continue with their tasks. Two counselors 
in this study employed a similar technique, although they did not verbalize their thoughts with 
the campers. Instead, they took deep breaths and silently repeated a mantra to themselves, “It’s 
going to be okay. It’s going to be okay.” In those moments, the counselors experienced stress 
due to their campers’ constant forgetfulness of personal items (e.g., nametag or swimsuit) or 
demands for attention. The counselors may have been able to influence campers’ self-
management to a greater degree by vocalizing their technique with the camper, especially with 
campers that were consistently requiring assistance for trivial matters. 
 Jennings and Greenberg (2009) indicated teachers that are most successful at imparting 
SEL skills possess a high level of social-emotional competence themselves. These teachers have 
the ability to manage their emotions and relationships, set appropriate limits, and are comfortable 
with some level of ambiguity and uncertainty. Youth are more likely to adopt SEL strategies 
when the adults actually employ the same skills that are taught (Elias et al., 1997). Gillard and 
  
258 
Aaron (2009) found campers appreciated the counselors helping them identify coping strategies 
during a stressful time. Counselors recalled their childhood memories when they observed their 
counselors managing their emotions in challenging situations and they were often able to apply 
them to the current circumstances. These situations suggested the competency of self-
management could be enhanced by both teaching strategies to campers as well as allowing them 
to witness the process as modeled by counselors.  
Self-Awareness 
 The competency of self-awareness pertains to the ability to effectively recognize 
emotions and the subsequent influence on one’s behavior (CASEL, 2015). This competency can 
be challenging to ascertain when examining SEL outcomes due to the complex internal process 
that is involved when developing this skill set (Humphrey, 2013). Some counselors indicated an 
ability to recognize negative emotions prior to reacting, whereas other counselors reported their 
awareness emerged only after responding negatively to another person or situation. Most 
campers believed their counselor maintained a positive, happy demeanor throughout the camp 
session, although some counselors periodically displayed an irritable demeanor. The 
observations revealed differences in the counselors’ behavior depending on the activity, time of 
day, or the individuals involved in the situation, but they nevertheless demonstrated a generally 
friendly demeanor to the individuals associated with the camp. 
 The perspective of being mindful of personal behavior and emotions is important for 
adults working in youth programs such as a summer residential camp. The campers are attending 
these programs away from home and without their typical support system of family and friends. 
Thus, the counselor must serve as a caring and supportive individual for the campers during 
these short-term, condensed, time periods. While campers attended this program for five days, 
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the counselors were engaged with the camp for four weeks. These differences in the amount of 
time spent on-site could impact behavior. Counselors are more likely to become frustrated, 
stressed, or exhausted as the program progresses compared to their excitement and higher energy 
level at the program outset (Bailey, Kang, & Kuiper, 2012; Browne & Sibthorp, 2014; Duerden 
et al., 2014).  
Some campers reported that while their counselor exhibited momentary frustrations, they 
generally maintained their composure. The descriptions suggested irritable behaviors generally 
resulted from the actions of another counselor or a lack of understanding the activity objectives. 
Similarly, the counselors were observed reacting quickly and without consideration of how their 
behavior could impact the campers. Research has indicated that when individuals are more 
mindful of their emotions, they are better able to identify issues and help others (Cohen & Miller, 
2009). Jones et al. (2013) suggested that students’ awareness of their emotions and the impact on 
personal behaviors extended to the behaviors exhibited by teachers and administrators. These 
individuals addressed numerous student-related issues while also managing their personal lives. 
The ability to both recognize and regulate one’s emotional responses on a daily basis was 
imperative, as their interactions and relationships with students could be negatively impacted if 
their emotions were not controlled (Jones et al., 2013). Recently, this connection was also 
demonstrated when Roberts, LoCasale-Crouch, Hamre, and DeCoster (2016) found that children 
in Head Start classrooms with teachers that reported feelings of depression experienced an 
increase in problem behaviors. Gillard, Roark, Nyaga, and Bialeschki (2011) suggested 
counselors could benefit from mindfulness training so that they could learn how to recognize 
their own emotions and then employ management strategies. Stressful situations can arise in a 
camp program and counselors could more likely to make snap judgments without thoughtful 
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consideration of the situation unless they possess greater awareness of personal emotions and 
feelings.  
Several campers in the current study expressed expectations that counselors would 
behave like responsible adults and not become overly emotional in situations. Another camper 
believed her counselor’s extensive work with this camp and youth taught her to maintain 
composure so the campers were not negatively impacted. These campers perceived counselors as 
having the ability to recognize and control their emotions regardless of the camp situation. The 
campers appeared to believe their counselor possessed the ability to be self-aware in their 
leadership position. 
 The counselors identified some triggers that typically led to their negative emotional 
reactions. The triggers were situational, such as campers continuously slamming the cabin door 
or receiving constant requests for assistance when a camper was capable of independently 
accomplishing the task. Some SEL programs appear to instruct teachers on the process of 
building self-awareness and being conscious of one’s display of emotions with students 
(Friedman, 2014; Larsen & Samdal, 2012). Jones et al. (2013) indicated some SEL programs are 
designed to also help the teachers gain a better sense of self-awareness for the purpose of 
improving their emotional reactions and stress management. The counselors in this study 
described helping their campers address emotional difficulties more often than addressing their 
own emotional needs. While they perceived the importance of having the ability to recognize 
personal emotions, some counselors did not demonstrate that ability. Roeser et al. (2012) 
suggested teachers benefited from developing “habits of mind” -  an increased awareness of 
one’s sensitivities along with the ability to be flexible with problem-solving and addressing 
emotions (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009). The counselors might be more likely to impact 
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campers’ SEL by enhancing their own self-awareness. This skill would help counselors better 
recognize their emotions before reacting, and enable them to provide better strategies to the 
campers when they required assistance in emotion-laden situations. 
Responsible Decision-Making 
 The competency of responsible decision-making is focused on one’s ability to behave in 
a manner that is based on the consideration of social norms, ethical standards, safety concerns, 
and an evaluation of the impact on others (CASEL, 2015). The study’s findings revealed the 
counselors’ ability to consider the campers’ needs and interests when determining activities as 
well as their own personal behavior. The campers believed the counselors had their best interests 
in mind and helped to create enjoyable activities for them. The counselors described their 
approach as being different from other adults, as they adopted a less strict approach with certain 
camper behaviors. Additionally, the counselors sought to behave respectfully with campers and 
to use logic to address any issues that arose. The observations revealed a mixed result where the 
counselors appeared to prioritize their own needs and peer interactions over those of the campers 
during the activities, but they also engaged in meaningful interactions with the campers during 
transitional periods of the day. 
 The campers believed the counselors cared about their needs and made decisions that 
were beneficial for everyone. Browne and Sibthorp (2014) found campers’ perceptions of feeling 
cared for by their counselors correlated with the counselors’ participation in a pre-camp training 
that included learning techniques focused on an ethic of care. Hirsch et al. (2011) found several 
activity leaders at afterschool program sites were identified as caring and considerate individuals 
by the youth participants. The campers in the present study felt cared for when their counselor 
made adjustments to an activity to ensure the campers’ enjoyment. These findings appear to 
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support research that has shown adults working with youth programs make numerous decisions 
regarding the program design, approach to interacting with youth, and process for addressing 
conflicts (Larson, Rickman, Gibbons, & Walker, 2009).  
 Larson, Walker, and Pearce (2005) found program leaders were cognizant of the youth’s 
interests throughout the examined programs and behaved in a manner they believed best 
supported the youth’s interests. The researchers reported the program leaders of a youth-driven 
program deemphasized their role in order for the participants to fully direct the program. 
However, the program leaders recognized when challenging situations emerged and determined 
the best approach was to help the youth refocus their efforts, and the youth appreciated their 
leader’s intervention. Some counselors in the current study followed this approach when they 
appeared to wait to intervene in situations until the campers required their assistance. Larson et 
al. (2005) found a slightly different approach was demonstrated by a program leader with 
another youth-driven program. This individual was actively involved throughout the program, 
but adopted a supportive role while the youth were the primary decision-makers. The camp 
program in the current study appeared to have a youth-centered design due to the emphasis 
placed on activity choice and the supportive role of counselors. This arrangement may have 
contributed to the campers’ positive feelings of involvement and support during the group 
activity decision-making process. Some campers appreciated that the counselors did not impose 
personal interests on the group’s activity decisions; rather, they felt the counselors listened to 
their interests. 
 The belief that counselors supported campers’ activity interests by encouraging their 
autonomy is a distinct feature of many summer camp programs (Henderson et al., 2007; Larson, 
2000; Roark & Ellis, 2009; Roark et al., 2010). Some youth activities provide autonomous 
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experiences where youth learning is impacted (Hansen et al., 2003), however many programs 
intend to address specific skill sets (Durlak, Weissberg, & Pachan, 2010; Zeldin, Christens, & 
Powers, 2013). SEL programs are designed to be teacher-led even though the specific lessons are 
intended to teach both interpersonal and intrapersonal skills. The counselors in this study were 
described as taking a facilitative approach when helping their campers determine their activity 
selection. Some counselors utilized a democratic approach of voting and selecting the activities 
with the highest number of votes. Another counselor helped the campers identify and select 
activities to ensure the campers were afforded the opportunities they sought, such as “hanging 
out” and talking together. Larsen and Samdal (2012) found teachers enhanced their ability to be 
more democratic and student-centered in their classroom after implementing a SEL program. 
The program of evaluation, Second Step (Committee for Children, 1986), was highly structured 
and required the teachers’ careful attention when implementing the curriculum.  
While the campers described these positive, democratic instances, the counselors 
demonstrated moments when their needs were prioritized over the campers. These situations 
were observed when counselors took opportunities to engage in activities not afforded to the 
campers, such as bringing blankets to outdoor activities. The extent to which these situations 
impacted the youth’s experience is unknown. However, an important element to responsible 
decision-making is contemplating the impact of one’s behavior on others and counselors 
appeared inconsistent in demonstrating this aspect of the competency.  
SEL Competency Overlap 
 The SEL model (CASEL, 2015) groups similar competencies together and shows that 
there is overlap. The competencies are interrelated, but have the ability to stand alone as distinct 
skills that should be acquired. Payton et al. (2000) suggested the competencies of self-awareness, 
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self-management, and social awareness provide the “foundation” for building the competencies 
of responsible decision-making and relationship skills. 
Comprehension of the feelings of those involved in a situation and possession of 
the core values of responsibility and respect for others are essential to making 
effective and responsible decisions, which includes identifying situations that 
pose a challenge or problem and assessing the risks, barriers, and resources 
relevant to a solution. 
(Payton et al., 2000, p. 4) 
 The findings from this study supported this contention, as the competencies were 
challenging to distinguish during some observations and subsequent analyses. In some cases, 
situations and behaviors could be viewed within multiple competencies. For instance, a situation 
involving counselors spending time conversing with their peers while wrapped in blankets on a 
cold day as campers sat on a damp, cold cement floor could be analyzed through three different 
competencies. The competency of Relationship Skills could be considered due to the interaction 
and relationship exhibited by the counselors and their limited camper interaction. The 
competency of Social Awareness was also applicable, as the counselors appeared to lack 
empathy for the campers’ needs or perspectives regarding the weather conditions. A third 
competency - Responsible Decision-Making – could also be pertinent since the counselors only 
considered a personal desire for warmth and appeared to lack consideration for completing the 
activity in an alternative location or manner.  
 Most SEL programs are designed to target multiple competencies within one program 
(Williford & Wolcott, 2015). The results of SEL studies provide limited information regarding 
the actual impact on individual competencies due to their interrelatedness and the mutual 
benefits that can be experienced (Williford & Wolcott, 2015). Durlak et al. (2011) found it 
difficult to separate the individual skills taught and evaluated across studies due to the 
comprehensive program design that is typically found with most SEL programs: “Attempts to 
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foster discrete emotion skills without also teaching social-integration skills could be shortsighted 
from an intervention standpoint” (p. 417). This difficulty is further impacted as SEL is 
traditionally measured through self-reports, which may reduce opportunities to fully understand 
outcome differences (Barber, 2014). Some researchers have conducted follow-up interviews with 
participating schools to gain a clearer understanding regarding nonsignificant findings. The 
qualitative methodology employed for this study supported the notion of the interrelatedness of 
the competencies and their potentially bi-directional influence when seeking to explore actual 
SEL-related behaviors. 
A Broader Perspective for Implementing SEL 
 Social-emotional interventions are carefully designed programs that can be easily 
implemented in various school settings. The programs contain specific language and techniques 
to employ when instructing SEL lessons (Humphrey, 2013; Weissberg & O’Brien, 2004). 
However, the interventions may not be suitable for a dynamic setting such as summer residential 
camps. The SEL literature provides two perspectives regarding implementation strategies: 
targeted or universal. A targeted SEL approach seeks to impact the skill development of a 
specific group (e.g., at-risk students) while a universal program is implemented with an entire 
student population. Zins and Elias (2006) indicated some schools may have difficulty 
implementing a specific SEL curriculum, but schools could still integrate SEL practices 
throughout their program. However, students with the greatest increase in SEL skills were found 
to participate in programs with staff that implemented structured programs (Durlak et al., 2010, 
2011). This discrepancy suggests the different perspectives regarding the efficacy of these 
approaches is unresolved and under continued consideration for youth programs. This study 
explored how SEL might be learned through direct or indirect interactions with important, non-
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parental adults that have been previously identified as key individuals to a youth’s camp 
experience (Gillard & Aaron, 2009) and potential skill development (Bowers et al., 2014; 
Henderson et al., 2007). The variance in counselor-camper interactions in addition to the 
supportive and non-teaching role of the counselors in this study suggested a pre-designed, 
structured curriculum may not be appropriate for this camp.  
 Jones and Bouffard (2012) indicated most SEL programs are not implemented in a 
thoughtful manner, “SEL programs are rarely integrated into classrooms and schools in ways that 
are meaningfully sustained, and embedded in the day-to-day interactions of students, educators, 
and school staff” (p. 3). Zins and Elias (2006) suggested schools should expand SEL 
opportunities in meaningful ways in schools including: “developing a supportive, caring learning 
environment, altering instructional processes (e.g., cooperative learning), reinforcing SEL skills 
as part of the informal curriculum (e.g., lunch or playground time), engaging students actively 
and experientially in the learning process, reflecting SEL in behavior management and discipline 
practices and policies, and integrating SEL methods into extracurricular activities” (p. 8-9). The 
components identified by these researchers are often found in many camp programs (Henderson, 
Bialeschki, Scanlin, et al., 2007; Larson, 2000), thus summer camps may be a desirable setting 
for SEL skill enhancement.  
 SEL programs are primarily taught or led by teachers. Some programs help the teachers 
create more democratic or prosocial classrooms (Humphrey, 2013; Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; 
Larsen & Samdal, 2012). Jennings and Greenberg (2009) found teachers with enhanced social-
emotional competence were more likely to establish a prosocial classroom. However, 
emotionally supportive interactions also occur between teachers and students without a pre-
designed program (Yan et al., 2014). The counselors sought to demonstrate welcoming, inclusive 
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behaviors while modeling confidence and restrained emotions. They had not received specific 
training on these skills, rather these were qualities they personally hoped to model for their 
campers. This study also identified occasions when counselors behaved in an emotionally 
supportive manner when helping campers work through peer conflicts or engaged them in 
general conversations. However, some counselors demonstrated a lack of both social and self 
awareness in these situations when they discussed topics in a manner that was repellant to 
campers. While the counselors hoped to positively impact their campers’ skill development, they 
appeared to lack consistent awareness regarding the impact of their own behavior, thoughts, and 
actions on the campers’ feelings and perspectives. In this situation, the counselors may have 
benefited from specific training that discussed developmental expectations as well as an 
opportunity to contemplate their typical emotional reactions to various situations arising in 
activities or when with other campers (Gillard et al., 2011). 
Residential Camp as an Optimal Setting for Learning and Practicing SEL 
 Social-emotional learning research has been almost exclusively examined within a school 
setting and only recently have studies expanded into out-of-school time settings, such as 
afterschool programs. Weissberg, Durlak, Domitrovich, and Gullotta (2015) suggested “there are 
many different settings or systems other than school in which SEL can be fostered in children 
and youth or the adults who support them” (p. 9). SEL has primarily been linked to education 
research due to the interest in understanding how these soft skills might enhance academic skills 
and improve the likelihood of youth becoming self-sufficient, contributing adult citizens 
(Hoffman, 2009; Zins & Elias, 2006). However, researchers have called for expanded research 
on social-emotional skill acquisition in other learning environments “to understand particular 
environmental conditions, combined with the promotion of which particular skill sets, are 
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responsible for students at different educational levels and from different cultural backgrounds 
achieving which types of desirable outcomes in both the short and long term” (Weissberg et al., 
2015, p. 14). This study begins to address this gap in the SEL literature by exploring the impact 
of SEL in a traditional summer residential camp program. The SEL research involving summer 
camp programs is sparse and primarily consists of programs designed to address specific needs, 
such as those of at-risk youth (Allen, Akinyanju, Milliken, Lorek, & Walker, 2011) or youth with 
psychosocial difficulties (Michalski, Mishna, Worthington, & Cummings, 2003). Summer 
residential camp programs are highly social environments where participants and staff have 
opportunities to interact and learn from one another in a “sequestered” recreational setting 
(Thurber et al., 2006, p. 243). Research has demonstrated that youth attending a summer camp 
program can enhance their intrapersonal and interpersonal skills (Henderson, Bialeschki, & 
James, 2007; Thurber et al., 2006).  
Camp settings provide a learning environment conducive to meeting many of the criteria 
necessary for enhancing SEL: “development of autonomy, self-discipline, and ethics is more 
likely in environments in which mutual respect, cooperation, caring, and decision-making is the 
norm” (Bear, Cavealier, & Manning, 2005 as cited in Zins and Elias, 2006, p. 3). Autonomy was 
identified in this study when the counselors afforded their campers freedom to determine their 
activity participation and time to develop significant peer relationships. This finding has been 
detected in previous camp research studies seeking to understand camper interests (Gillard & 
Aaron, 2009) and counselor behaviors (Roark et al., 2010). Friedman (2014) found that the 
presence of teachers higher in emotional intelligence correlated with greater student autonomy 
and leadership within the classroom. The opportunity to engage with others in a caring, 
respectful, and cooperative environment was addressed when the campers in this study described 
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their counselor as a caring individual who created a welcoming and inclusive atmosphere for 
them. SEL research has indicated teachers that spent time learning their students’ needs, 
extracurricular interests, and home life were better able to support their emotional needs (Barber, 
2014; Yan et al., 2014).  
Camps also provide youth with opportunities to establish significant peer relationships 
and engage in a myriad of hands-on, interactive activities typically unavailable at home 
(Henderson et al., 2007). The campers recognized the importance of peer relationships during the 
camp program. In the current study, the campers frequently connected their friendships to their 
enjoyment in the program. Gillard and Aaron (2009) found campers’ friends provided emotional 
support and technical assistance during activities when the friend possessed greater expertise, 
such as horseback riding. Larson (2000) suggested school settings tend to provide static, one-
directional learning environments. Youth activities, such as summer camps, have been found to 
create a higher rate of learning due to opportunities for initiative taking, identity exploration and 
reflection, emotional learning, development of teamwork skills, and forming ties with 
community members (Hansen et al., 2003).  
The elements of student autonomy, and caring and supportive relationships should be 
available to all students but schools are tasked with simultaneously impacting multiple skills. 
Thus, camp may be a setting where SEL lessons could be learned and practiced. Many camps are 
short-term programs, however the concentrated time spent living in a communal environment 
may provide the opportunity to practice and extend SEL skills learned during the school year. 
Allen et al. (2011) designed a summer camp program for at-risk youth transitioning from middle 
school to high school. The camp included both academic and recreational activities that were 
infused with SEL lessons and the counselors modeled the prosocial behaviors sought from the 
  
270 
youth. Deerin (2005) recognized the need to provide afterschool programs to support the youth’s 
ability to acquire and practice important SEL skills in a safe setting. Social-emotional learning is 
a skill set that is acquired over time, thus a summer camp is an appropriate youth-centered 
environment where they can practice or enhance the skills learned during the academic year. The 
counselors involved in the camp program must be conscientious and knowledgeable about SEL 
in order to help campers fully “practice” these skills during the program. The counselors in this 
setting demonstrated the ability to model SEL behaviors in several instances, but, similar to other 
SEL research, would benefit from formal training and coaching in specific techniques. 
Challenges and Issues 
 Summer residential camp was selected as the context in which this study explored the 
potential for youth social-emotional skill development. The camp setting and the individuals 
responsible for impacting this skill development differed from most SEL research which has 
been conducted in the schools. A camp is structured differently than a school setting where 
students follow a strict schedule and engage with few adults throughout the day. Summer camps 
have a basic activity schedule that allows youth to select their activities, which affords them the 
opportunity to engage with different counselors and campers throughout the day. While these are 
beneficial characteristics for SEL learning in a residential camp setting, they present two major 
challenges. The camp program design is not static and can create a challenging situation when 
attempting to learn how, when, and under what conditions SEL could be impacted. Additionally, 
the counselors tasked with the responsibility for teaching and modeling SEL skills are 
entrenched in their own development. 
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Camp Program Challenges 
 SEL research is chiefly concerned with understanding intervention effectiveness and 
teacher efficacy necessary for impacting skill acquisition. The research is typically conducted 
using a pre-post design and rarely attempts to establish direct connections to specific components 
of the SEL intervention. This result is directly related to the program design, which is intended to 
impact multiple competencies within one intervention (Durlak et al., 2011). Program designers 
are primarily concerned with “the integration of emotion, cognition, communication, and 
behavior” that occurs when learning SEL through their programs (Crick & Dodge, 1994; 
Lemerise & Arsenio, 2000). Conducting research in a camp setting can be equally challenging 
due to the multiple factors that could impact growth and development.  
Camps are distinct programs that are designed with philosophical viewpoints related to 
the organization or personnel. These viewpoints impact the camp structure, activities, duration, 
and population that is served (e.g., co-ed, special populations, religiously-affiliated). For 
example, youth attend camps at various stages in their development and can be differentially 
impacted through their experiences based upon their needs at the time (Thurber et al., 2006).  
Additionally, the camp experience includes multiple components including new peer 
relationships, activity participation, living away from home, and limited access to one’s micro-
system. These factors are individually significant to youth development, but their simultaneous 
occurrence in a summer residential camp setting could pose a challenge for identifying the 
antecedents of change (Garst, 2010).  
This study specifically focused on the relationship between the counselor and the camper, 
yet the campers indicated friendships and camp activities were significant to their experience. 
The researcher had to recognize these other elements as potentially influential to social- 
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emotional learning in a camp setting. There may not be one identifiable factor that impacts SEL 
within this context, rather, the entire context of site, peers, counselors, and activities may all 
contribute to a social- emotional learning experience. This is similar to SEL researchers 
acknowledging multiple factors impacting students’ SEL acquisition beyond the classroom and 
pronuncements to integrate SEL throughout the entire school system (Bridgeland, Bruce, & 
Hariharan, 2013; Greenberg et al., 2003: Greenberg, Domitrovich, & Bumbarger, 2001; 
Hoffman, 2009; Jones & Bouffard, 2012; Zins & Elias, 2006). 
The truncated duration of many camps creates a challenge for researchers to quickly 
build rapport with the counselors and campers to elicit natural behaviors and honest interview 
responses. “There are many moving parts at a summer camp. While some facilities and traditions 
remain relatively stable, much about the camp environment remains in flux: staff vary, culture 
evolves, and campers change. While the social and environmental context of camp is often a 
strength, it also remains amorphous” (Bialeschki & Sibthorp, 2011, p. 18). The qualitative 
methodology employed in the study included observations which necessitated the researcher 
anticipate when and where SEL-related behaviors might be exhibited by the counselors. Initially, 
the activity periods were identified as key structured programmatic times when counselors would 
interact with the campers in a significant manner due to the potential for activity skill instruction. 
These interactions were limited and the researcher was required to seek additional times when 
counselor-camper interactions were more likely. The researcher also attempted to observe the 
interactions and behaviors during rest hours but the interactions were inconsistent.  
Over the course of the study, the researcher identified the transitional periods, cabin time, 
and bedtime as key periods when interactions were more frequent and in-depth. The primary 
challenge was the researcher’s ability to conduct observations during these times, as some 
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moments required greater privacy than others, occurred quickly, or commenced when the 
researcher could not be present. For example, the campers’ bedtime was between 10:30-11:30pm 
depending on their age. The researcher did not live on-site and was unable to stay this late on 
most days. However, this period was expressly identified by campers as a time when their deep, 
personal group conversations transpired. The researcher also felt her presence in the small cabin 
during these times might be intrusive and potentially limit those conversations (Bialeschki & 
Sibthorp, 2011). These various challenges were not insurmountable, as the researcher was able to 
vary the observational periods to gather information to understand the counselors’ demonstration 
of SEL-related behaviors. 
Challenges with Camp Counselors 
Camp counselors are individuals that serve multiple roles within a camp program: 
instructor, caregiver, friend, and planner. The counselors are responsible for implementing 
program activities while also teaching specific skills (activity or life skills). Their role can vary 
depending on the camp structure and philosophy. In this study, the counselors were placed in 
supportive rather than instructional roles. The counselors distributed activity equipment, 
supplies, and periodically participated in the activities with the campers in various areas. This 
arrangement can differ between camps as some programs require counselors to teach specific 
activity skills including canoe paddling, swim lessons, or art techniques while others situate them 
in a more adjunctive role.  
The counselors’ knowledge and interest in teaching SEL may vary depending on their 
prior experiences and the training provided by the camp administration. Some counselors arrive 
at their job with prior knowledge and a vested interest in impacting youth developmental skills 
(DeGraaf, 1992; Kunkel, 2007). This interest may be based upon the skills they acquired through 
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similar experiences, which was the case for the counselors in this study. They reported an 
interest with teaching their campers leadership, confidence, and independence skills based on 
their personal experiences. Many camps seek to impact specific developmental skills through 
their programs (Scanlin, Gambone, Sipe, Daraio, & Bialeschki, 2006) and may require the 
counselors to incorporate certain lessons within their activity instruction or personal interactions. 
Campers interact with numerous counselors throughout their camp experience, which can pose a 
challenge to attributing a growth experience to lessons led by a specific counselor (Roark et al., 
2010). Therefore, a coordinated effort to teach specific SEL skills may be necessary for 
counselors. Teaching SEL skills within a school system primarily involves both the teacher and 
their students. SEL programs are primarily taught as individual single-dose segments with the 
teacher following specific instructions and language (Jones & Bouffard, 2012; Larsen & Samdal, 
2012). However, the teachers implementing these programs are trained, certified, and educated in 
creating a comprehensive learning experience for students. The counselors working in summer 
camps rarely possess the same skill level due to their younger age and lower level of experience 
compared to teachers. The ability to understand the content and value of teaching SEL skills will 
be important when determining how counselors might teach and model these skills to campers. 
The age of counselors can range between 16 and 25 years, which may impact their 
responsibilities as well as their personal SEL skills at the time of interaction. The typical age of 
counselors places them within the late Adolescence and Emerging Adulthood stages of 
development. Even though they are tasked with supervising and caring for groups of youth in the 
absence of the campers’ parents, the counselors are still embroiled in their own developmental 
experiences. The individuals filling these roles are often enthusiastic and full of energy with 
varying levels of maturity. Larson (2011) indicated that impacting emotional development 
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throughout adolescence can be a difficult experience for youth program providers. When camps 
provide programs they are often impacting two learning experiences: those of the campers and 
those of the counselors (Duerden et al., 2014). The combination of these factors suggests the 
counselors will arrive at their position with differing perspectives based upon their age, 
developmental stage, and maturity level. Teachers approach their responsibilities from different 
perspectives, particularly when their longevity is considered. Regardless of their perspective or 
intention, teachers have expressed satisfaction with the teacher mindfulness training that is 
integrated into some SEL interventions (e.g., Jones et al., 2013). These trainings help teachers 
learn to remain “in the moment, nonjudgmental, and accepting of situations as they are” (Jones et 
al., 2013, p. 64). Elias et al. (1997) suggested a teacher’s actions were indicative of their social 
and emotional relationships with students, “making a powerful statement of values and 
expectations” (p. 56). Counselors may be better able to teach and model SEL skills to youth 
when they are more cognizant of their own skills.  
The camp setting provides many opportunities for learning SEL due to the highly social 
environment and being away from home for an extended period of time. However, measuring 
and understanding the extent to which SEL can be influenced in this context can be challenging. 
A camp program contains, potentially. multiple influential factors when considering how 
campers’ SEL might be impacted. The overall programmatic structure is influenced by 
philosophical and personal perspectives while the counselors responsible for teaching skills are 
simultaneously engaged in personal developmental experiences (Brandt & Arnold, 2006; 
DeGraaf & Glover, 2003). These factors must be considered when determining the best method 
to enact for impacting youth SEL in a camp setting. A comprehensive approach that involves the 
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environmental, organizational, and staffing components may address these potential challenges 
rather than blindly focus on one of these influential factors.   
Camper, Counselor, and Researcher Perspectives on SEL Experiences 
 This study sought to gain information from three sources in order to explore how SEL 
might be impacted through counselor-camper interactions and relationships. Initially, the 
counselors provided their perspectives regarding the importance of teaching SEL in their role at 
camp. They expressed the need to model positive relationship skills and maintain a calm 
demeanor when engaged with the campers. Campers provided their perspectives regarding their 
counselor’s actual and anticipated behaviors when addressing various situations (e.g., 
experiencing practical jokes, helping homesick campers, addressing camper misbehavior), as 
well as how they created a welcoming atmosphere for them. A third perspective was derived 
from the extensive observations conducted by the researcher across the summer camp sessions. 
The observations revealed some consistency with the counselor behaviors, but also provided 
another perspective to several situations identified by the campers during their interviews. The 
opportunity to gain these three sources of information was invaluable to this study, as similarities 
and differences were revealed that helped inform efforts to examine SEL between campers and 
counselors, and youth development in this learning environment. 
The Opportunity for Triangulation 
 Youth have been the subject of intervention and prevention programs and initiatives since 
the late 1800s (Addams, 1916; CCNY, 1992; Damon, 2004; Harms, 1947). Throughout these 
periods, youth have experienced and been treated through a number of programs and 
interventions, but have been afforded only limited opportunities to share their own perspectives 
on the experience. This has been the case within the SEL literature where teachers, and some 
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youth workers, have attempted to impact youth skill acquisition through curricula of lessons and 
activities. The youth are tasked with self-reporting their progression through a series of 
assessments, and researchers typically determine the effectiveness of the interventions based on 
the quantitative results (Barber, 2014; Humphrey, 2013). Youth self-reports are not the only 
source of information that researchers have gathered to make their assessments, teachers have 
contributed their perspectives regarding the efficacy of the SEL lessons they teach in the 
classroom (Brackett et al., 2012). Additionally, researchers have conducted observations of 
students’ behaviors in the classroom as well as outside of school through the inclusion of 
observations and survey responses collected from the parents, and these assessments are highly 
structured to ensure consistent reporting (Durlak et al., 2011; SCDRC, 2010; Yoder, 2013).  The 
triangulation of information is important in a study, particularly when youth skill acquisition is 
the focal topic (Henderson, Powell, et al., 2005). Henderson et al. (2005) cited significant 
challenges when attempting to observe subjective outcomes such as positive identity 
development or specific types of personal awareness compared to identifying the improvement 
of activity-related skills. The inclusion of both observations and interviews from two different 
sources in the present study permitted multiple vantage points to triangulate information 
regarding the potential for SEL to be impacted in a camp setting. The limited literature on SEL 
occurring in a camp context warranted the collection of multiple sources of information. 
 While triangulation was an important component to this study, the inclusion of youth 
perspectives was equally essential to the study. As previously noted, youth are the consumers of 
these programs and interventions but are rarely asked their perspectives on the actual experience 
beyond completing a survey. Recent studies that have explored the execution and effectiveness 
of some SEL programs within schools have incorporated youth’s voices in their studies (e.g., 
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Barber, 2014; Yoder, 2013). The present research sought to highlight the youth’s perspectives 
given their position as the primary participants and receivers of the summer residential camp 
experience. Other areas of youth development research, particularly in the area of adolescent 
development, have designed research studies to garner information from user perspectives in 
order to understand how learning transpires and to enhance the programs (Hirsch et al., 2011; 
Larson & Dawes, n.d.; Sullivan & Larson, 2009). Youth have the capacity to contribute their 
unique and important perspectives should researchers and program leaders be willing to listen 
and value the information that is vocalized (Zeldin et al., 2013). 
Convergence and Divergence of Perspectives 
 The three informational sources in this study elicited perspectives that demonstrated 
convergence as well as divergence in examining the counselor-camper interactions. The 
researcher spent considerable time on-site and had the opportunity to observe a number of 
situations that were described by the campers in their interviews. Many campers appreciated the 
counselors’ willingness to converse with them and their interest in learning about the camper’s 
interests. The researcher observed several situations in which the counselors engaged the 
campers in conversations during transitional or quiet periods. The campers and researcher 
identified some similar self-management strategies that were previously reported by the 
counselors during their interview. The campers and researcher were also able to probe the 
counselors’ peer relationships.  
 The study revealed several situations where the information diverged between the three 
perspectives. In some ways, this should be expected due to the variance in life experiences and 
knowledge between the participants and researcher. Similar to comparing the skill level of an 
experienced teacher with a young adult employed as a camp counselor, the knowledge base 
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between the researcher, counselor, and camper was equally vast. Jones and Deutsch (2010) 
noticed the youth in their study viewed the staff in a generally positive fashion, however some 
staff behaviors were periodically observed otherwise. While the researcher collected a significant 
amount of observational data, there were many moments that were not captured but described by 
the campers or counselors. The counselors hoped to, and believed, they were successful in 
concealing their negative emotions (such as frustration or stress), but the campers did indeed 
notice periodic changes in their counselor’s facial expressions and tone of voice. However, the 
researcher noticed a greater variation of stressed, frustrated, or egocentric behaviors than the 
campers. This divergence in perspectives could be the result of the researcher’s extensive youth 
development, programmatic, and staff management experience. The difference could also pertain 
to the campers’ unwillingness to divulge their honest opinion to another adult who was inquiring 
about “their counselor”. Ee and Ong (2014) found student reflections of their SEL enhancement 
differed from the teachers’ observations of the students’ altered behaviors. The researchers 
believed the teachers may have only noticed the students’ overt behaviors and did not possess the 
ability to recognize the students’ inner perspectives, feelings, or reflections of their experience. 
At the time of observations, evaluators or researchers make notes, often through their lens, of the 
evolving situation, or behaviors, in that moment. Similarly, Henderson, Whitaker, Bialeschki, 
Scanlin, and Thurber (2007) found parents’ perceptions of their child’s skill improvement 
differed from the campers’ perspectives. The campers reported a lower positive change in their 
skill level while parents believed their skills continued to be higher at six months post camp than 
their pre-camp score. The divergence of perspectives appeared across all three perspectives, 
which may suggest a linkage between perspective, maturity, and experience. 
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 The accumulation of different perspectives served to strengthen the findings of this study. 
The campers were afforded an opportunity to share their perceptions and interpretations of their 
counselor’s behaviors during direct and indirect interactions. The counselors explained their 
intentions for impacting certain components of the campers’ experience, such as building their 
independence and allowing campers to foster significant peer relationships. The researcher’s 
observations served to document interactions, behaviors, and relationships that might foster the 
growth of SEL skills by the counselors modeling and/or teaching such skills to the campers 
under their supervision. Additionally, the researcher’s extensive background knowledge of youth 
development, camp programs, and staff management practices served to create a broader picture 
of how SEL might be influenced in this setting through the counselors’ interactions as well as 
identifying other important influential elements of the program such as friendships and activities. 
The Positive Youth Development Context 
 Positive youth development (PYD) is the result of a century-long effort to enhance the 
skills and opportunities afforded youth throughout their developmental trajectory. Social-
emotional learning (SEL) is a skill set previously identified as deficient among this population, 
which prompted the incorporation of interventions to help youth gain these soft skills through 
their academic experiences. PYD and SEL have existed in tandem, but have largely operated in 
separate spheres, with PYD primarily situated in out-of-school-time programs while SEL has 
been an engrained initiative within the schools. PYD involves an overlap of multiple systems 
(i.e., family, community, and policy) to create the ideal circumstances for youth to grow into 
self-sufficient, contributing adult citizens. PYD can be impacted through high quality programs 
that provide opportunities to engage with caring adults and gain abilities, such as leadership and 
career-oriented skills (Eccles & Gootman, 2002; Hansen et al., 2003; Larson, 2000). SEL has 
  
281 
focused on youth’s acquisition of intrapersonal and interpersonal skills that enable them to 
overcome challenges, positively interact with diverse individuals, and strive for and meet their 
goals (CASEL, 2013b; Payton et al., 2000; Zins & Elias, 2006). This study purposely explored 
the potential SEL impact within a PYD context, as a result of the limited literature available on 
such connections, and the seemingly natural fit. 
Importance of Connective Experience 
 Social-emotional learning has historically been examined within a school context due to 
the natural connection of impacting youth determination and ambition through positive 
educational experiences. Prior examinations of SEL have been short-sighted in limiting research 
to the academic context, as youth learn and are impacted by a variety of systems and 
environments (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Larson, 2000; Lerner, 2002; Pittman, Irby, & Ferber, 
2001). Early on, researchers recognized the value of creating school-community partnerships in 
order to fully impact the development of SEL (Greenberg et al., 2001, 2003; Zins & Elias, 2006). 
The community element identified here pertains to the inclusion of community-based 
interventions or prevention services (i.e., mental health support). Greenberg et al. (2003) 
suggested “prevention and youth development programming could contribute to the broad 
mission of schools” but greater understanding of the strategies and implementation processes 
was required from various stakeholders to fully determine the effectiveness of such partnerships 
(p. 471). Families were also identified as necessary partners for SEL school-based interventions. 
Researchers believed families were better able to support and reinforce SEL practices when they 
were aware and knowledgeable about the SEL lessons taught during the school day (Zins & 
Elias, 2006). Recently, the perspective regarding the context in which SEL could be impacted 
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has slightly expanded to include afterschool (OST) programs (Durlak et al., 2010; Elias et al., 
2015), but the examination of other PYD settings continues to be limited. 
 This study provided an in-depth evaluation of the potential for SEL to be impacted 
through the counselor-camper interaction, due to the prior recognition that this relationship is 
important to youth’s camp experiences (Gillard & Aaron, 2009; Henderson, Bialeschki, Scanlin, 
et al., 2007). SEL is a skill set that is impacted through social interactions and opportunities that 
address self-concept, such as assuming a leadership role or improving communication skills 
through listening to and considering multiple perspectives. Counselors are hired for the purpose 
of creating fun camp experiences while also serving as a positive role model for the youth 
attending the camp program (Metz, Bandy, & Burkhauser, 2009; Schaumleffel & Backlund, 
2009). The positive relationship between a teacher and students is instrumental to their academic 
experience (Benningfield, Potter, & Bostic, 2015) and most teachers believe SEL should be 
taught within the school system (Bridgeland et al., 2013). However, as Deerin (2005) found, 
teachers are often overloaded with responsibilities and schools lack funding to implement such 
programs. Summer residential camps and the staff hired to work directly with the youth present 
another arena where SEL could be supported due to the presence and access to supportive, caring 
adults and plentiful opportunities to practice intrapersonal and interpersonal skills (Larson, 
2000).  
The counselors in this study endeavored to model intrapersonal skills such as confidence 
and leadership while also demonstrating empathy and inclusivity. The campers recognized and 
interpreted some behaviors as inclusive and welcoming while the researcher found the 
counselors’ behaviors to sporadically match their intentions. In most cases, the counselors could 
improve their abilities through opportunities to learn new techniques and reflect upon their 
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actions. Youth workers and program leaders in other OST programs have been previously 
identified by youth as important individuals (Bowers et al., 2014; Hirsch et al., 2011; Rusk et al., 
2013). Counselors spend a concentrated, yet intense, amount of time with youth during camp 
(Henderson, Powell, et al., 2005), which could create opportunities for them to support and 
nurture camper SEL skills. 
A PYD Context Provides the Necessary Program Conditions 
 Social-emotional learning skills are embedded within skill sets comprising the PYD 
concepts of 21st Century Skills (P21, 2015), 40 Developmental Assets (Benson, Scales, Leffert, 
& Roehlkepartain, 1999), and 5 C’s of Youth Development (Pittman et al., 2001), yet little 
research has been conducted within the PYD arena. Schools have embraced PYD-based 
programs to target unhealthy behaviors including substance abuse or pregnancy prevention (Elias 
et al., 2015) as well as specific skill development, such as arts, drama, or athletics (Hansen et al., 
2003; Larson et al., 2005). Programs following PYD principles and practices can provide a 
context where SEL can be impacted in a positive manner. 
 Elias et al. (2015) suggested “for skills to become part of children’s regular social 
performance, they need to be learned, supported, and valued in a range of contexts” (p. 35). PYD 
programs provide youth with opportunities to build supportive, caring relationships with non-
parental adults, engage in mentoring opportunities (as a mentor or mentee), learn through 
interactive, hands-on projects, take on leadership roles, and learn to express one’s desires in a 
respectful and coherent manner (Catalano, Berglund, Ryan, Lonczak, & Hawkins, 2004; Eccles 
& Gootman, 2002; Nicholson, Collins, & Holmer, 2004; Roth & Brooks-Gunn, 2003). These 
programs provide a broader context through which youth skill development is possible. Larson 
and Tran (2014) suggested programs or adults create the conditions that influence developmental 
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changes in human and activity engagement. Beyond providing opportunities for these 
developmental experiences, PYD programs also serve as safe places during the “gap periods” 
when most unhealthy behaviors are adopted (Connell, Gambone, & Smith, 2001, p. 303). “For at 
least some students, and sometimes many, the school is not the place where they experience 
engagement, safety, supportive relationships, and efficacy. Therefore, even when skills-building 
opportunities are available, students may not benefit from them” (Elias et al., 2015, p. 42). For 
this reason, PYD programs can provide supportive environments where youth can enhance their 
SEL skills. When a good “fit” is established between youth and their environment the likelihood 
of healthy development is increased (Eccles & Gootman, 2002; Lerner, Brentano, Dowling, & 
Anderson, 2002). 
Summer residential camp has been identified as a program that has the potential to 
provide PYD experiences (Henderson, Bialeschki, Scanlin, et al., 2007). Most youth voluntarily 
attend these programs and are afforded opportunities to establish healthy, caring relationships, 
and attempt new and different activities while living in a communal environment away from 
home (Garst, Browne, et al., 2011). PYD settings such as summer residential camps provide a 
context that appears conducive to examining potential learning opportunities for youth SEL.  
Creating a Continuum of Care 
Social-emotional learning is not a skill set that is learned and immediately acquired. SEL 
is impacted throughout youth and adolescent development. A continuum of care can be 
established when schools, communities, and OST programs collectively influence the growth 
and development of youth, rather than operate independently. The reality that SEL and PYD 
have operated in parallel, yet separate, youth development spheres suggests a need to recognize 
the mutually beneficial outcomes that either purview is attempting to impact. No one program 
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can address all of the developmental needs of youth or correct all of society’s problems (Eccles 
& Gootman, 2002; Pittman et al., 2001).  
The school environment is an appropriate context for teaching SEL, and PYD programs 
can support those efforts. Schools are under increased pressure to demonstrate enhanced 
academic progress while their budgets continue to shrink. This creates a situation where teachers 
hesitate when asked to incorporate material or lessons that may or may not produce positive 
academic results for their students and SEL is often one of those lessons (Bridgeland et al., 2013; 
Zins et al., 2007). “Young people do not grow up in programs; they grow up in families, 
neighborhoods and communities that are served or disserved by systems and sectors. The real 
question is not what a program is providing for youth, but what a neighborhood, community, 
system, or sector (public education, public health, or nonprofit) is providing for youth and their 
families” (Pittman et al., 2001, p. 36-37). While camps are often short-term programs, the 
potential PYD influence suggests the context is also suitable for practicing, enhancing, or 
learning SEL. This concerted effort can begin by expanding the exploration and examination of 
SEL in PYD programs, such as summer residential camps. Youth SEL and the enhancement of 
healthy behaviors can be impacted on a larger scale when multiple contexts are involved in the 
process.  
Limitations 
 This study, like virtually all social science research, contained several limitations that 
must be acknowledged. The focus of this study was exploratory in nature and involved a cross-
sectional approach that is not generalizable to the general population. The limited research on 
this specific area of SEL literature warranted a deeper understanding of the process through 
which SEL could be impacted and one component of the camp experience was highlighted: the 
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counselor-camper relationship. The camp structure and program design differed from other 
camps known to the researcher, which further suggested the need to consider the distinctiveness 
of summer residential camps and their philosophy, mission and goals. The study found support 
that this particular camp had the potential to positively influence SEL in some situations but not 
all. However, the finding regarding the camp experience and the counselor-camper interactions 
cannot be applied to other summer residential camps. While evidence was provided that SEL 
could potentially be influenced through the counselor-camper relationship, the suggestion that 
other camps, following a PYD approach, might also serve as a suitable site for SEL enhancement 
can be tentatively considered, awaiting further research and replication.  
 The researcher was quickly accepted and gained rapport with the camp staff and 
administration, which provided welcome access to numerous situations, conversations, and 
opportunities to explore the SEL topic on-site. This access, however accommodating it was, still 
did not eliminate the perception or positioning of the researcher as an outsider to the camp 
programs. Therefore, the perspectives of the campers and counselors, as well as, their behaviors, 
must be considered within the purview of socially desirable or acceptable actions. While the 
researcher attempted to “fit in” with her appearance and mannerisms, she could be easily 
identified as an outsider (not “one of them”) due to her lack of specific camp responsibilities on-
site and her lack of designation as a counselor or an administrator. While the researcher’s 
awareness of this, and her efforts to remain as unobtrusive as possible might have mitigated this 
bias to some extent, the potential for bias was at the front of the researcher’s mind, and her notes 
were replete with questions about the influence of her presence might have exerted on campers 
and counselors. 
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Implications 
 This study has provided an opportunity to explore how counselor-camper interactions and 
relationships might impact social-emotional learning in a residential camp setting. The findings 
revealed the campers’ awareness of their counselors’ intrapersonal and interpersonal behaviors 
during direct and indirect interactions. The observations attested to the counselors’ periodic 
demonstration of SEL-related behaviors, although the researcher was told the counselors hoped 
to create a welcoming and fun experience for their campers. Summer residential camps may 
provide an opportunity to impact youth SEL, as the basis of this PYD program appears to match 
the criteria for influencing SEL. To realize the full potential of this impact, in-depth 
consideration for how SEL practices could be integrated into a camp program and additional 
training for staff on this topic should be explored. 
Appropriate Integration 
 Camp programs differ from schools as the setting and activities are dynamic and in 
constant flux due to organizational, camper population, and staffing differences. The 
implementation of a SEL school-based curriculum may not match the desired outcomes of the 
program or be sufficiently designed for a free-flowing, youth-driven program. Camp 
administrators must understand their foundational practices, mission, and the goals they desire to 
impact prior to adding another component. These individuals and organizations are encouraged 
to evaluate their current practices to provide an awareness of areas where practices are exceeding 
expectations or in need of improvement. After this information has been collected and analyzed, 
a camp organization can begin to determine where and how SEL practices can be integrated and 
who will teach, model, or convey that information. The findings of this study suggest that 
counselor-camper interactions and relationships are important to the campers’ experience, 
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therefore counselors’ behaviors should be one area that is included in SEL implementation 
strategies.  
Counselor Training 
 A pre-camp staff training or orientation is typically conducted for the individuals working 
at summer residential camps. The duration or topics of training can vary depending on 
organizational goals and philosophies. The findings of this study demonstrated that counselors 
expressed an interest in modeling prosocial and emotionally responsible behaviors to the 
campers, and the observations revealed the counselors’ periodic success at achieving their 
intentions. Prior SEL research has suggested teachers benefit from additional training, such as 
mindfulness training, when attempting to influence the acquisition of SEL skills in their students. 
This topic could be added as a separate focus within staff training or integrated across the topics. 
For instance, topics related to teaching strategies, approaches for addressing camper 
homesickness, or misbehavior can include lessons about managing one’s emotional responses in 
particular situations such as these. An alternative approach might involve devoting a training 
segment to specifically discussing appropriate responses to situations as well as allowing time 
for the contemplation and discussion of counselors’ own emotional needs and subsequent 
behaviors. The counselors’ mindfulness can then be used as a foundation for teaching them 
techniques for supporting the development of SEL among their campers.  
Conclusion 
 The purpose of this study was to gain a deeper understanding of camp counselors’ 
potential influence on youth’s social-emotional learning for those attending a residential camp. 
This subject was explored through an understanding of how counselors exhibited SEL skills and 
the campers’ perceptions of those behaviors during direct and indirect interactions. To 
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accomplish this goal, a phenomenological design was employed to explore how and to what 
extent SEL competencies were transmitted between the counselors and campers. The researcher 
utilized the theoretical framework of Social Learning Theory (Bandura, 1977) to explore the 
influence of the camp counselors’ role in modeling behaviors for the campers. 
 The phenomenological approach was selected for this study as the distinct context of the 
summer residential camp was previously identified as a potential site for positive youth 
development and SEL skill acquisition. This arrangement suggested SEL could be readily 
impacted by the relationship between the counselors and campers. That shared experience was 
conceptualized as different from other out-of-school programs where youth remain in their 
neighborhood community throughout the program. In the present context, the summer residential 
camp was separated from the youth’s primary ecological systems (Bronfenbrenner, 1979) and 
served an encompassing role in providing care, guidance, instruction, and opportunities for 
friendships and peer interactions.  
 The present study explored the potential transmission of SEL between counselors and 
campers by viewing the counselors’ behaviors according to the five competencies: relationship 
skills, social awareness, responsible decision-making, self-management, and self-awareness. The 
data regarding each competency was not uniformly present, as some competencies were easier to 
recognize and interpret. The social design of this camp created an environment where the 
counselors’ interactions and relationships with other individuals were visibly evident. A 
significant challenge occurred when the frequency of interactions was less for counselors to 
campers compared to counselors interacting with their peers. Nonetheless, the campers possessed 
the ability to describe their counselors’ behaviors during direct and indirect interactions with 
relative ease. The competency of responsible decision-making was consistently observable 
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among the counselors due to the nature of their position. The counselors have the responsibility 
to make decisions that impact their campers and numerous situations occurred where this 
competency could be recognized and explored. Self-management was slightly challenging to 
explore across the three perspectives of the campers, counselors, and researcher. While the three 
viewpoints converged on three management strategies, the researcher had difficulty recognizing 
the multitude of techniques identified by the campers and counselors. This may be related to the 
counselors’ use of their breaks to decompress, a lack of stressful situations, or lack of visual 
demonstration of techniques. Self-awareness was the most challenging competency to explore 
throughout this study. This competency involved internal processing that may not be visible to 
other individuals. Most campers experienced difficulty when attempting to contemplate their 
counselor’s ability to recognize personal emotions; rather, the campers interpreted these 
questions as how the counselor might recognize and interpret a camper’s emotions and feelings. 
While this competency is difficult to visually observe, the counselors’ immediate reactions in 
various situations might have provided some indication of their ability to quickly recognize and 
interpret personal emotions, thus impacting their subsequent behavior. The exploration of these 
five competencies through a qualitative approach was possible and provided numerous findings 
that contribute to the SEL and PYD literatures.  
The findings of this study demonstrated that some campers were keenly aware of the 
behaviors exhibited by their counselors and created meaning from those actions. The campers 
felt valued by their counselors during their interactions, as the counselors were described as 
displaying an interest when conversing and interacting with them. The campers recognized their 
counselor’s different displays of emotion, despite the counselors’ specified intent to conceal such 
reactions. While the campers described their appreciation of the counselors’ attempts to create a 
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fun and welcoming camp atmosphere, they indicated peer relationships and activities were 
significant to their overall camp experience. These findings suggested the counselor-camper 
relationship might be one factor among several that could impact SEL influence in this setting. 
The counselors reported their interest for modeling pro-social and emotionally stable 
behaviors for the campers. The display of positive, supportive counselor-peer relationships was 
believed to encourage campers to vicariously learn relationship skills. The counselors 
demonstrated a general friendly disposition with the campers and other staff members, but were 
observed by the campers and researcher to demonstrate moments of egocentric behaviors. 
Several situations occurred when they engaged in pro-social, inclusive behaviors, but then later 
prioritized their needs or interests over the campers. The counselors did not display any extreme 
behaviors and appeared to genuinely care about creating a fun experience for the campers, 
particularly as they encouraged campers’ autonomy throughout the program. The findings 
suggested the counselors might benefit from mindfulness training, as both campers and 
counselors are simultaneously engaged in developmental experiences. 
 This study contributed to the camp and youth development literatures, which currently 
contain limited understanding about how social-emotional learning skills (e.g., 21st Century 
Learning Skills) could be fostered in a traditional summer residential camp setting. Further, an 
in-depth understanding of the camp counselors’ relationship with campers has not been 
examined from this perspective and this study provided insight into this distinct relationship. 
Stakeholders (practitioners and policy makers) have been concerned with youth’s acquisition of 
social-emotional skills for many years and the current focus is on the adoption of these “soft” 
skills as an important indicator of future success (Wilson-Ahlstrom, Yohalem, DuBois, & Ji, 
2011). This study also provided insight into the role summer residential camps might play among 
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the multitude of out-of-school programs that are tasked with teaching developmental skills to 
youth. Practitioners can use this information as they educate camp counselors on ways to best 
interact with the campers under their care. Policy makers may find this information useful when 
considering the various avenues and contexts appropriate for youth learning. Academic 
institutions are not the only environments guiding youth learning and skill adoption-youth learn 
through their experiences (Glenn, Knight, Holt, & Spence, 2012) and interactions with others 
(Bandura, 1977; Vygotsky, 1980). This study has contributed to the discussions about how 
summer camps could provide a valuable and distinct learning environment for youth. 
Future Research 
 The present study found that female counselors had the potential to impact their campers’ 
social-emotional learning skills in this residential camp program. This study focused on one 
aspect of the summer residential camp experience – counselor-camper relationships – and the 
findings indicated the counselors inconsistently modeled appropriate SEL behaviors. Future 
research may seek to examine the impact resulting from enhanced staff training in the five 
components of SEL. Typically, training sessions for camp staff have not addressed the 
relationships with campers, and when provided, have focused more on conduct and behavioral 
issues and how they might be successfully forewarned or ameliorated. Borrowing from research 
conducted in school settings, it was found that teachers benefited from mindfulness training 
when attempting to impact their students’ SEL acquisition. The incorporation of mindfulness 
lessons and role playing during the counselors’ staff training might result in enhancing the 
positive impact in teaching and transmitting SEL skills that counselors might have on their 
campers.  
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The findings also indicated other aspects – such as friendships and shared activities – that 
were influential to the campers’ experience. These two components of the camp experience may 
require separate, sequential studies in order to understand the individual as well as collective 
influence peer friendships and activities have on youth SEL. Building upon the relationship focus 
of the current study, future research should more closely examine the campers’ peer 
relationships. Youth may or may not attend these programs with friends from their home 
neighborhood, however, the potential to engage with numerous peers is possible in a summer 
residential camp setting. Summer camps are social environments and this camp encouraged 
youth to form significant peer relationships. The ability to establish significant relationships may 
create situations for youth to engage in social-emotional learning opportunities within those peer 
interactions. Future research may seek to explore how SEL behaviors are and are not 
demonstrated within the relationships in addition to examining how the campers’ SEL behavior 
might be influenced by negative (e.g. peer pressure) or positive (e.g. supportive relationships) 
actions. The findings from the study would provide insight regarding the way campers’ SEL 
skills could be influenced by their other relationships, beyond those with their counselors, during 
the camp programs. A qualitative or mixed methods methodology would serve this study well, as 
a multi-faceted approach would provide the depth of information necessary to more fully 
investigate the impact of campers’ peer relationships on their ability to learn, acquire, or practice 
social-emotional learning skills in a summer residential camp setting.  
Another fruitful area for future research would seek to explore the impact of campers’ 
activity engagement, as the findings also indicated that camp activities were an important 
component to the youth’s overall camp experience. This particular camp encouraged youths’ 
freedom of activity choice, which could lead youth to select the most interesting or engaging 
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activities to them. Future research should examine the activity type, context, and the campers’ 
engagement level during such activities as varying contexts that could be differentially 
supportive of campers learning or practicing appropriate SEL skills. Some camps incorporate 
specific lessons into their activities while other camps design activities for a purely recreational 
experience. Further information is needed to understand how the activity design, as well as 
camper activity selection and degree of involvement, may impact youth’s SEL competencies. 
The camp activities may provide youth with the opportunity to formally learn or practice SEL 
skills through their participation, but more information is needed to understand how this 
transpires during the activities.  
The study sample was a homogenous group of White, middle class female counselors and 
campers. Future research should explore a broader population of youth and counselors in order to 
more clearly understand how social and emotional skills may be learned, acquired, or practiced 
in a summer residential camp setting among non White or male participants. Studies should be 
designed to gather information from a more diverse population of campers and counselors 
particularly related to gender, ethnic, and socio-economic diversity to examine the 
generalizability of the present findings. This initial study has demonstrated that SEL could be 
influenced in this specific camp, but more information is needed to understand the impact of the 
counselor and peer relationships as well as camp activities on other segments of the youth 
population. Youth arrive to camp with varying needs and interests, which should be considered 
when a camp seeks to enhance their impact on social-emotional learning. Research findings will 
benefit a greater population of camps, youth, and counselors when diversity of study participants 
is a focus among future research studies examining social-emotional learning in camp settings. 
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Lastly, camp program designs may differ according to the population served, location, 
and organizational philosophy. The program design has the potential to influence the decisions 
made regarding the staff hiring, staff practices, activity and facility design, and intended 
outcomes to be impacted. Social-emotional learning opportunities (positive or negative) are 
likely possibilities among the plethora of summer residential camps, however, the quality of 
opportunities may differ between camp programs. Future research should investigate how camps 
with varying foci or philosophies (e.g., religiously affiliated or organization-led) may impact 
social-emotional learning skills among their camper populations. This information would 
provide a more insightful understanding of the way the SEL skill set could be learned, acquired, 
or practiced under different conditions within the camping field. Further, the findings could help 
determine convergence or divergence among experiences across camps and the potential to 
impact social-emotional learning within the multitude of program designs for summer residential 
camps.  
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Appendix A: Counselor-Camper Interactions Interview Protocol – Youth Perceptions 
I. Introduction 
A. About me (to create a comfortable experience) 
1. Personal information: attend college, married, favorite things to do for fun, etc 
B. Purpose of this study 
1. How kids learn in camp? 
C. Institutional Review Board Protections 
1. Informed consent 
2. Do you have any questions? 
II. Background Information & Establishing Rapport 
A. Can you please tell me a little about yourself? 
1. What kinds of things do you like to do for fun? 
2. What kind of activities did you do here at camp? 
3. What was your favorite meal here? 
III. Recognition and Perception of Camp Counselors’ SEL lessons 
A. Description of camp 
1. If you had to describe camp to a friend at home, what would you say?  
2. Can you think back to your first day of camp? What do you remember about 
that day and the things you did? 
a. Begin probing here about their counselor 
3. Your counselor is ____________, what are they like? 
B. Relationship skills 
1. How does your counselor act with the campers in your cabin? 
  
317 
a. Probe here to see if they act differently with the various campers (friendlier 
with some more than others?) 
2. Projective Vignette:  
a. What do you think your counselor would do if they saw two campers, 
who were normally friends, arguing or calling each other names? 
b. What about if a new camper was switched to your cabin during the 
week, what do you think your counselor would do? 
3. How do you feel about the relationships your counselor has with the other 
campers? 
a. Probe here to see if they perceive any differences in the way they interact 
with the counselor  
C. Social awareness 
1. Can you describe how your counselor acts with _____________ (insert name)? 
a. Probe here depending on how they describe interaction (same, different?) 
2. Projective Vignette: 
a. What do you think your counselor would do if a camper was called a 
bad name or heard gossip about them? 
b. What do you think your counselor would do (think) if they found out 
one of their campers was born in another country? 
3. Do you think your counselor includes everyone and makes them feel welcome 
here? Can you think of an example where your counselor acted this way? 
D. Self-awareness 
1. It’s easy for some things to happen and for some counselors to get upset. How 
do you think your counselor knows when they are getting upset? How do they 
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act? (If camper can’t think of time when this has happened ask about the 
opposite emotional situation – overly excited.) 
a. Probe here about how they might act differently with other campers 
2. Projective Vignette: 
a. What do you think your counselor would do if someone played a 
nasty, mean trick on them? 
b. What do you think your counselor would do if everything that could 
go wrong during the day did (ex: paint spilled on them, they got a 
sliver, they tripped over a backpack, etc)? Kind of like the “Terrible, 
no good, bad day”. 
3. What do you think about the counselor’s ability to know when their emotions 
are getting to them? 
E. Self-management 
1. What does your counselor do when they get mad (or super excited) like that? 
a. Probe here about some of the counselor’s behaviors 
2. Projective Vignette: 
a. What do you think your counselor would do if one of the other 
campers got in trouble with another counselor and they were super 
mad about it? 
b. What do you think your counselor would do if they were teaching an 
activity and the campers were goofing off a lot and not listening? 
3. How good do you think your counselor is at controlling their own emotions? 
F. Responsible decision-making 
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1. It sounds like the counselors have a lot of responsibilities and make a lot of 
decisions here. For example, they have to make sure campers are safe while at 
camp. What kind of decisions or responsibilities do you think they have here? 
a. Probe here to understand what they think about these decisions. 
2. Projective Vignette: 
a. What do you think your counselor would do if half of the campers 
wanted to play kickball during cabin time when the other half wanted 
to chill out and make something? 
b. What do you think your counselor would do if one of their campers 
was really homesick? 
3. Can you tell me about some decisions you’ve seen your counselor make? 
4. How do you feel about the decisions your counselor makes? 
IV. Take-a-ways from camp 
A. If you were going to post camp photos of you and your counselor on Instagram, what 
would be in the photos? 
a. Probe about what would it look like, tell me more about the pictures 
B. Let’s think into the future, say it’s winter break time, it’s snowy outside and you’re 
off of school. If someone asked you about your summer time at camp, what do you 
think you’d say? 
V. Wrap-up 
A. We talked about a lot of things. Do you have any questions or anything to add? 
B. Thank you for talking with me.  
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Appendix B: Counselor-Camper Interactions Interview Protocol – Camp Counselor 
Perceptions 
I. Introduction 
A. About me (to create a comfortable experience) 
1. Personal information: attend college, married, favorite things to do for fun, etc 
B. Purpose of this study 
1. Explain the study 
C. Institutional Review Board Protections 
1. Informed consent 
2. Do you consent to this interview being recorded? 
3. Do you have any questions? 
II. Background Information & Establishing Rapport 
A. Can you please tell me a little about yourself? 
1. School major, future goals, hobbies or interests? 
2. How did you decide to work at a summer camp? And this one? 
III. Knowledge and awareness of social-emotional learning skills 
A. Perception of their role 
1. If you were to describe your role as a camp counselor to someone who has 
never attended or worked at a camp what would you say? 
a. Probe here (personal qualities or skills mentioned)? 
B. Responsible decision-making 
1. It seems like there are a lot of decisions you have to make in the role as a 
camp counselor. Can you think of a few examples and describe what goes into 
making those decisions? 
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a. Probe here about decisions related to the campers if not mentioned. 
2. Example Scenario: What do you do when campers aren’t getting along? What 
do you think about when you’re dealing with this situation? 
a. Probe here: potential impact of decisions on campers & learning this skill 
C. Relationship skills 
1. If you had to describe to another person what a positive relationships looks 
like between a counselor and a camper, how would you describe it? 
a. Probe here if they don’t talk about how they might develop a relationship 
with the different campers. 
2. How do you think these things help campers learn relationship skills? 
D. Social awareness 
1. What are some things that camp counselors should consider when working 
with kids?  
a. Probe here if they don’t mention recognizing differences among the kids. 
(4H, non-4H, rural vs. urban/suburban) 
2. What do you think the most challenging thing is about working with kids at 
camp? 
3. What do you think the kids might take away from seeing how camp 
counselors interact with different people at camp? (ex: other staff or campers) 
E. Self-management 
1. It seems like working at a camp can sometimes be stressful. What do you do 
when you get frustrated, overly tired, or angry? 
a. Probe here for examples if not automatically given.  
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2. How much do you think about whether you should be or act a certain way in 
front of the kids? 
3. What do you think the campers could learn by watching how camp counselors 
manage their emotions? 
F. Self-awareness 
1. We were just talking about some situations when being a camp counselor is 
challenging. We all have times when we reach our limit or feel like we are 
going to lose our cool. How do you know when you’re getting to the point of 
losing it? Can you actually tell when you’re going to lose it? 
2. What happens when you reach that moment when you might lose it? 
a. Probe here if they don’t provide much detail (ask for an example of 
witnessing another counselor get to this point – what happened?) 
3. Do you think the campers learn anything when they see camp counselors in 
these different situations where maybe they’re not at their best? What do you 
think they might learn? 
IV. Importance of Social-emotional learning skills 
A. We’ve talk about a lot of different responsibilities of camp counselors. Can you 
describe anything discussed that sticks out in your mind as being more important than 
others?  
B. Camp is only 5 days long. What would you like the campers to learn from you in that 
short time? 
C. Let’s look into the future for a minute. You run into a camper 5 years from now, what 
do you hope they would remember about you? 
V. Closing 
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A. Is there anything else you would like to share about anything we discussed today? 
B. Do you have any questions for me? 
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Appendix C: Counselor-Camper Interactions Interview Protocol – Counselor Post-Camp 
I. Follow-up on Pre-camp interview 
A. How do you think the summer went for you? 
B. When we last met we talked about what you thought campers might learn from 
you about their social and emotional skill development. Looking back now on the 
summer what do you think they did learn from you? 
C. What important lessons do you hope the campers took away from their time at 
camp? (Probe here to see how they might have contributed to this learning). 
II. Thank you 
A. I greatly appreciate your willingness to participate and help me with this project. 
B. Do you have anything else you would like to add to our conversation? 
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Appendix D: Counselor-Camper Interactions Observation Form 
 
Counselor: _____________ Date/Time: ______________  Activity: ________________ 
Others present: _________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
Setting Description: 
 
 
 
 
Counselor-Camper Interactions:     Observer’s Comments: 
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Appendix E: IRB and Consent Forms 
  
UNIVERSITY OF ILLINOIS
AT URBANA-CHAMPAIGN
Office of the Vice Chancellor for Research
Office for the Protection of Research Subjects
528 East Green Street
Suite 203
Champaign, IL 61820
May 1,2015
Lynn Morris
Recreation Sport and Tourism
1206 Fourth St.
Champaign, IL 61820
RE: A phenomenological study ofcamp counselors’ influence on the social-emotional skills ofyouth
attending summer residential camps
IRB Protocol Number: 15766
Dear Dr. Morris:
This letter authorizes the use of human subjects in your project entitled A phenonienological study of
camp counselors’ influence on the social-emotional skills ofyouth attending summer residential camps.
The University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign Institutional Review Board (WB) approved, by
expedited review, the protocol as described in your 1KB-i application. The expiration date for this
protocol, 1KB number 15766, is 04/28/20 16. The risk designation applied to your project is no more than
minimal risk. Certification of approval is available upon request.
Copies of the attached date-stamped consent form(s) must be used in obtaining informed consent. If there
is a need to revise or alter the consent form(s), please submit the revised form(s) for IRB review,
approval, and date-stamping prior to use.
Under applicable regulations, no changes to procedures involving human subjects may be made without
prior IRB review and approval. The regulations also require that you promptly notify the 1KB of any
problems involving human subj ects, including unanticipated side effects, adverse reactions, and any
injuries or complications that arise during the project.
If you have any questions about the 1KB process, or if you need assistance at anytime, please feel free to
contact me at the OPRS office, or visit our Web site at http://www.irb.illinois.edu.
Sincerely,
Anita Balgopal, PhD
Director, Office for the Protection of Research Subjects
Attachment(s)
c: Megan Owens
U of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign• IORG0000014 FWA #000085 84
telephone (217) 333-2670 • fax (217) 333-0405 • email IRB@illinois.edu
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Parent Letter – to accompany Parental Consent Form 
 
Dear Camp Greenleaf Families: 
 
Hi! My name is Megan Owens. I have been involved with summer camps for over 15 years as a 
camp counselor, waterfront director, camp administrator, and board member. Now I’m a PhD 
student at the University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign. 
 
I am studying youth social-emotional learning (SEL) at camp. SEL involves teaching youth how 
to recognize and manage their own emotions and behaviors as well as help youth learn how to 
positively interact with other people. Summer camps provide youth with the opportunity to meet 
a lot of new people, build new skills, and learn about themselves. 
 
I would like to learn how and what campers learn from their camp counselors. In order to 
understand this I would like to do two things: 
 
1. I would like to observe the camp counselors’ interactions with the campers. My focus 
will only be on the camp counselors and the way they behave and act when interacting 
with the campers. 
 
2. I would like to interview some campers to ask them about their opinions and 
perspectives about what they may have learned from the camp counselors. Some 
questions may be: How does your counselor act with the campers in your cabin? What do 
you think your counselor would do if half of their cabin wanted to play kickball and the 
other half wanted to relax and make something? 
 
Once the information is collected from these observations and interviews, I will try to see if any 
of the information is similar. Then I will write a paper about these common themes. Your child’s 
name will never appear anywhere in the paper, presentations, or future publications – instead a 
fake name will be used. A fake name will also be used for the camp name. 
 
Please note that your child’s participation in this study will not impact their relationship with 
their camp counselors, camp director, xxxxxxxxxx, or xxxxxxxxxxx. 
 
In order for your child to participate in the study, a parental consent form must be completed and 
mailed to my address below. 
 
Thank you for taking the time to read this letter. Please contact me with any questions. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
Megan Owens 
mhowens2@illinois.edu or (217) 244-7747 
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University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign 
Research Participant Information and Consent Form - Parents 
 
Title of Project: A Phenomenological Study of Camp Counselors’ Influence on the   
   Social-Emotional Skills of Youth Attending a Summer Residential Camp 
 
Responsible Principal Investigator: Lynn Barnett Morris (phone: 217-244-5645 or email: 
lynnbm@illinois.edu)  
Investigator:  Megan Owens (phone: 217-244-7747 or email: mhowens2@illinois.edu)  
 
Purpose of the Study 
Your child is invited to participate in a study about how camp counselors impact the campers’ 
learning of social-emotional skills in a summer residential camp program.  
Please note: If this parent permission consent form is returned, they may be selected to 
participate in this study. After all consent forms have been returned, names will be drawn 
randomly to determine participation. This sometimes results in disappointment from youth, so 
thank you for explaining the need for this random selection to your child. 
 
The purpose of this research study is to get a better understanding of the ways youth learn social-
emotional skills from the camp counselors they interact with during the camp program. Social-
emotional skills are related to a person’s ability to understand and manage their emotions as well 
as learn how to positively interact with other people. 
 
Your child may be asked to participate in this study because they are within the age range of 10 
to 12 years, which is the focus age group for this study. Participation in this study is completely 
voluntary and optional; it is not associated with any particular activity or event at this camp. 
There is no penalty at all if you or your child chooses not to participate in this study. 
 
Procedures to be followed 
If your child decides to participate in this study with your permission, they will be asked to 
participate in an interview with the primary investigator lasting 20 to 30 minutes and will take 
place on the final day of camp. The interview will consist of discussing how the camp counselor 
interacted with the campers and an audiotape recording will be made of your child’s responses in 
the interview and kept in a password protected file. Only the primary investigator, a professional 
transcriber, and the faculty advisor will be able to hear the recording. Transcripts of the interview 
will be kept in a password protected file and your child’s name will never appear – a pseudonym 
(false name) will be used instead. The digital files will be destroyed seven years after the end of 
the study. 
 
Discomforts and Risks 
Your child may experience a variety of feelings when discussing their camp counselor. Your 
child may stop the interview or skip questions if they are uncomfortable answering any question. 
 
Benefits 
By participating in this study, your child is contributing to the field of youth development and 
helping us better understand the ways youth learn from the adults with whom they interact. This 
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study will provide insight into the role camp counselors have and how they might impact the 
youth attending summer residential camp. 
 
Statement of Confidentiality 
Your child’s confidentiality will be maintained by not recording their name during the 
interviews. Your child’s name will not appear in any area of the dissertation, presentations, or 
future publications discussing the study’s findings. A pseudonym will be used in place of your 
child’s name that only the primary investigator, transcriber, and faculty advisor will have access 
to. Information discussed during the interviews will all be coded and will not have any 
identifying links to your child. If your child participates in this study, I would like to have the 
ability to quote your child directly without using their name. If you agree to allow me to use 
direct quotations in future publications, please initial the statement at the bottom of the page. 
 
Whom to Contact 
You may ask questions about my research at any time during or after camp. Please contact 
Megan Owens at (217) 244-7747 or mhowens2@illinois.edu. You may also contact the faculty 
advisor Lynn Barnett Morris at (217) 244-5645 or lynnbm@illinos.edu if you feel you have been 
injured or harmed by this research. “If you have any questions about your rights as a participant 
in this study or any concerns or complaints, please contact the University of Illinois Institutional 
Review Board at (217) 333-2670 (collect calls will be accepted if you identify yourself as a 
research participant) or via email at irb@illinois.edu”. 
 
Compensation: Your child will not receive any compensation for participating in this study. 
 
Cost of Participating: There is no cost for participating in this study. 
 
Voluntariness: Your child’s participation in this study is voluntary and your child may 
discontinue their participation at anytime without any penalty or loss of benefits. 
 
Dissemination: The information collected during this study will be used for the responsible 
primary investigator’s dissertation. The information may be used to develop future studies. 
 
Your signature indicates that you have read this consent form, had an opportunity to ask any 
questions about your child’s participation in this research, and voluntarily consent to allowing 
your child to participate. You will receive a copy of this form for your records. 
 
Name of Child Participant (please print): ________________________________________ 
Name of Parent or Guardian (please print): ______________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________ ___________________ 
Parent/Guardian Signature     Date 
 
Please initial: 
______  I give my permission for my child’s interview to be audio recorded. 
______  I give my permission for my child to be quoted directly in publications without using their name. 
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University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign 
Research Participant Information and Consent Form – Camp Counselors 
 
Title of Project: A Phenomenological Study of Camp Counselors’ Influence on the   
   Social-Emotional Skills of Youth Attending a Summer Residential Camp 
 
Responsible Principal Investigator: Lynn Barnett Morris (phone: 217-244-5645 or email: 
lynnbm@illinois.edu)  
Investigator:  Megan Owens (phone: 217-244-7747 or email: mhowens2@illinois.edu)  
 
Purpose of the Study 
You are being invited to participate in a study about how camp counselors impact the campers’ 
learning of social-emotional skills in a summer residential camp program. You have been asked to 
participate because you are a camp counselor who works with youth aged 10 to 12 at this camp. 
 
The purpose of this research study is to get a better understanding of the ways youth may learn 
social-emotional skills from the camp counselors they interact with during the camp program. Social-
emotional skills are related to a person’s ability to manage their emotions and positively interact with 
other people. 
 
This study involves investigating a traditional summer residential camp program that provides a wide 
range of activities (waterfront, sports, nature, arts and crafts activities) for elementary and middle 
school aged youth with camp counselors that lead small groups of campers in addition to teaching the 
activities offered during the program. 
 
Procedures to be followed 
You will be asked to participate in an interview lasting approximately 30 to 45 minutes. This 
interview will consist of questions related to your role, responsibilities, and behaviors as a camp 
counselor. Additionally, your participation involves the observation of six formal activity periods and 
six informal activity periods where you are interacting with the campers. Digital audiotapes will be 
made of your interview and an audio recorder will be used to dictate observational notes. These audio 
recordings will be kept in a password protected file, only the primary investigator, a professional 
transcriber, and my faculty advisor will be able to hear the recording. You will be given a pseudonym 
(false name) to be used on all of the transcripts so that your identity will not be known. The digital 
files will be destroyed seven years after the end of the study. 
 
Discomforts and Risks 
You may experience a variety of feelings when discussing your role of being a camp counselor and 
the decisions or actions you may make in this role. You may stop the interview or skip any question 
if you feel uncomfortable. In addition, during the observations you may become self-conscious of 
your behaviors or have feelings of nervousness from being observed by someone who is not 
associated with the camp. You may stop the observation at any time if you become uncomfortable. 
 
Benefits 
By participating in this study you are contributing to knowledge about the ways youth learn from the 
adults with whom they interact. This study will provide insight into the role that camp counselors 
play when impacting the social and emotional learning of youth attending summer residential camps. 
Your participation may also help you recognize the positive work you and other camp counselors 
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accomplish in your role of working with youth. Beyond this personal recognition there are no other 
benefits to you as a participant. 
 
Statement of Confidentiality 
Your confidentiality will be maintained by not recording your name during the interviews or 
observations. Your name will not appear in any area of the dissertation or future publications or 
presentations that discuss the study’s findings. A pseudonym will be used in place of your name that 
only the responsible primary investigator, transcriber, and faculty advisor will have access to. 
Information discussed during the interviews or noted during the observations will all be coded and 
will not have any identifying links to you. If you participate in this study, I would like to have the 
ability to quote you directly without using your name. If you agree to allow quotations to be used in 
future publications, please initial the statement at the bottom of this page. Your participation, or not 
participating, in this study will in no way impact your relationship, status, or employment with 
xxxxxx, University, or other xxxxxxx. 
 
Whom to Contact 
You may ask questions about my research at any time during or after camp. Please contact Megan 
Owens at (217) 244-7747 or mhowens2@illinois.edu. You may also contact the faculty advisor Lynn 
Barnett Morris at (217) 244-5645 or lynnbm@illinois.edu if you feel you have been injured or 
harmed by this research. “If you have any questions about your rights as a participant in this study or 
any concerns or complaints, please contact the University of Illinois Institutional Review Board at 
(217) 333-2670 (collect calls will be accepted if you identify yourself as a research participant) or via 
email at irb@illinois.edu”. 
 
Compensation 
You will not receive any compensation for participating in this study. 
 
Cost of Participating 
There is no cost for participating in this study. 
 
Voluntariness: 
Your participation in this study is voluntary and you may discontinue your participation at any time 
without any penalty or loss of benefits. 
 
Dissemination 
The information collected during this study will be used for the primary investigator’s doctoral 
dissertation. In addition, the information may be used to develop future studies. 
 
Name of Participant (please print): ______________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________ ___________________ 
Signature       Date 
 
Please initial: 
_________ I give my permission to audio record the interview. 
_________ I give my permission for the investigator to observe me during this study project. 
_________ I give my permission to be quoted directly in publications without using my name. 
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University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign 
Research Participant Information and Assent Form - Camper 
 
Title of Project: A Phenomenological Study of Camp Counselors’ Influence on the   
   Social-Emotional Skills of Youth Attending a Summer Residential Camp 
 
Responsible Principal Investigator: Lynn Barnett Morris (phone: 217-244-5645 or email: 
lynnbm@illinois.edu)  
Investigator:  Megan Owens (phone: 217-244-7747 or email: mhowens2@illinois.edu)  
 
Hi. My name is Megan Owens. I would like to talk with you about your camp experience today. 
Lots of kids go to camp each summer and camp is a little bit different than school. Instead of 
teachers, like in school, you have camp counselors here who might teach you some things. I want 
to see what kids might learn from their camp counselors while they’re here. This is completely 
voluntary and up to you if you would like to participate in this discussion. Your parents have 
already given me permission to talk to you; they had to sign a permission form before camp if 
they were okay with you talking with me. The information we talk about here is going to be used 
to write a paper called a dissertation for my college degree. I will not use your real name in any 
of the report writing I do. You can pick a fake name (called a pseudonym) that I will use instead. 
 
The last thing is to let you know that during our conversation, if you feel uncomfortable 
answering any question, we can skip that question or completely stop the discussion. You won’t 
get in trouble if you don’t want to continue, you just need to let me know. 
 
Our conversation will last about 20 minutes but before I ask you any questions I would like to 
get your permission. Is it okay if we talk for a little bit about your time here and your counselor? 
If you don’t want to talk with me today, that is completely okay. This won’t change your 
relationship with your counselor or your ability to return to camp next year.  
 
Since we are going to talk about a couple different things, it would help me if I can record our 
talk. Only myself and the person who will write out our conversation will hear this recording. 
This is voluntary too. Is it okay if I record our discussion? 
 
 
Camper Name (printed): _____________________________________ 
 
Camper Signature: __________________________________________ 
 
Date: ____________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
_____ I give permission to record our discussion. 
